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  “On	  these	  magic	  shores	  children	  at	  play	  are	  for	  ever	  beaching	  their	  coracles.	  We	  too	  have	  been	  there;	  we	  can	  still	  hear	  the	  sound	  of	  the	  surf,	  though	  we	  shall	  land	  no	  more.”	  	  
―	  J.M.	  Barrie,	  Peter	  Pan	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   CONTENTS	  	  	  Tunnels	  	  4	  	  The	  Attic	  	  17	  	  Chlorine	  	  22	  	  Angels	  Ministry	  	  34	  	  Stars	  	  45	  	  Heroes	  	  49	  	  Curtain	  	  61	  	  Reunion	  	  66	  	  House	  of	  Cards	  	  76	  	  Break	  Point	  	  79	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  TUNNELS	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Rob	  was	  the	  one	  who	  first	  suggested	  taking	  poetry	  down	  to	  the	  tunnels.	  “It’ll	  be	  like	  Dead	  Poet’s	  Society,	  or	  something.	  Did	  you	  see	  that	  movie?”	  	   “Rob,	  you’re	  a	  genius,”	  John	  had	  said,	  eyes	  glowing	  with	  inspiration.	  “We	  can	  read	  Whitman	  and	  shit.”	  He	  said	  shit	  a	  bit	  awkwardly,	  as	  if	  it	  didn’t	  quite	  fit	  his	  lilting	  voice,	  still	  caught	  in	  the	  throes	  of	  a	  pubescent	  flux.	  It	  was	  hopeful	  to	  Rob,	  though,	  all	  the	  same	  –	  shit	  was	  everything	  beyond	  Whitman.	  It	  was	  John’s	  promise	  of	  a	  world	  of	  novelty	  lurking	  there	  just	  below	  the	  ground,	  a	  world	  where	  Rob	  was	  a	  genius	  and	  John	  swore	  like	  he	  never	  gave	  a	  shit.	  	  	  	   They	  had	  found	  the	  tunnels	  in	  the	  woods	  behind	  school	  one	  afternoon	  while	  skipping	  math	  class	  –	  Rob	  anxiously	  consulting	  his	  watch,	  John	  forging	  ahead	  and	  feigning	  disinterest	  in	  school	  policies	  with	  mild	  success.	  John’s	  legs	  were	  still	  too	  gangly	  for	  any	  true	  display	  of	  confidence,	  but	  he	  was	  the	  undisputed	  leader	  all	  the	  same.	  He	  stood	  the	  tallest,	  and	  the	  veins	  in	  his	  forearms	  were	  near-­‐cerulean	  blue.	  There	  were	  four	  of	  them,	  in	  total	  –	  Terry,	  Andy,	  Rob	  and	  John.	  Terry	  was	  the	  youngest,	  his	  face	  still	  doughy	  and	  round,	  but	  Andy	  was	  the	  smallest,	  an	  Asian	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American	  who	  had	  taught	  them	  all	  how	  to	  curse	  in	  Japanese.	  They	  had	  found	  each	  other	  through	  recognition	  of	  their	  shared	  honor	  –	  that	  is,	  they	  were	  Mr.	  York’s	  star	  students	  in	  eighth	  grade	  English	  literature.	  The	  four	  glossy	  certificates	  from	  the	  midyear	  awards	  night	  had	  made	  it	  official,	  though	  they	  had	  known	  all	  along.	  Rob’s	  mother	  had	  taped	  his	  certificate	  to	  his	  wall,	  above	  a	  framed	  vintage	  X-­‐Men	  comic	  book.	  John’s	  was	  tucked	  away	  in	  his	  bottom	  dresser	  drawer,	  and	  whenever	  he	  opened	  it	  he	  was	  met	  with	  the	  elegant,	  slightly	  tantalizing	  swoop	  of	  Mr.	  York’s	  practiced	  signature.	  English	  awards	  were	  little	  solace,	  though,	  even	  when	  they	  came	  from	  the	  forever	  charismatic	  and	  well-­‐groomed	  Mr.	  York.	  They	  lived	  in	  a	  God-­‐forsaken	  Southern	  outpost	  built	  up	  between	  the	  highway	  and	  a	  dirty	  river,	  where	  youth	  success	  was	  built	  less	  on	  literacy	  and	  more	  on	  sexual	  conquest	  and	  athletic	  prowess,	  criteria	  they	  had	  yet	  to	  meet.	  A	  certificate	  couldn’t	  satiate	  John’s	  appetite,	  in	  any	  case.	  It	  couldn’t	  really	  light	  his	  eyes.	  	   The	  entrance	  to	  the	  tunnel	  was	  along	  a	  creek.	  Its	  length	  quickly	  disappeared	  into	  a	  hill,	  leaving	  only	  its	  dark,	  yawning	  mouth	  visible,	  a	  stain	  on	  the	  natural	  world.	  A	  small	  waterfall	  sloshed	  out	  the	  bottom	  into	  the	  creek.	  John	  had	  led	  them	  up	  to	  it,	  across	  a	  series	  of	  rocks	  slick	  with	  moss,	  and	  he	  was	  the	  first	  to	  climb	  up	  into	  the	  mouth.	  It	  was	  tall	  enough	  to	  walk	  through,	  even	  for	  John,	  and	  the	  stream	  of	  brownish	  sewage	  water	  flowing	  through	  the	  center	  was	  narrow	  enough	  that	  they	  could	  stay	  dry	  if	  they	  spread	  their	  legs	  out	  and	  waddled	  along.	  They	  soon	  realized	  that	  it	  was	  an	  entire	  network	  of	  tunnels,	  branches	  cutting	  away	  to	  the	  left	  and	  right,	  but	  they	  didn’t	  make	  it	  very	  far	  that	  first	  day.	  The	  outside	  light	  didn’t	  have	  much	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reach,	  and	  it	  grew	  darker	  with	  each	  step.	  “Maybe	  we	  should	  go	  back,”	  Rob	  had	  said,	  hanging	  a	  few	  steps	  behind.	  “I’m	  going	  to	  be	  late	  for	  art.”	  	  	   John	  had	  frowned,	  squinting	  ahead	  as	  if	  he	  could	  discern	  anything,	  as	  if	  there	  were	  revelations	  lurking	  just	  out	  of	  reach.	  “Alright,”	  he	  had	  said.	  “Alright,	  yeah,	  let’s	  go.	  We’ll	  be	  back.”	  	   The	  next	  several	  trips	  to	  the	  tunnels	  took	  place	  after	  school.	  They	  carried	  flashlights	  in	  their	  backpacks	  all	  day,	  smirking	  knowingly	  at	  each	  other	  in	  the	  hallways	  between	  classes.	  They	  were	  bound	  together	  now	  not	  just	  by	  their	  performance	  in	  English	  class	  but	  by	  their	  secret	  society,	  their	  exclusivity.	  	  With	  flashlights,	  they	  were	  able	  to	  explore	  the	  branches	  of	  the	  tunnel	  network,	  most	  of	  which	  were	  narrower	  than	  the	  main	  line	  –	  John	  had	  to	  stoop	  to	  keep	  his	  head	  from	  touching	  the	  ceiling.	  “It’s	  like	  bloodlines,”	  he	  had	  said.	  “These	  are	  the	  capillaries.”	  Rob	  liked	  this	  image.	  He	  imagined	  they	  were	  trekking	  through	  the	  bloodstream	  of	  some	  great	  beast	  that	  had	  been	  lying	  dormant	  behind	  their	  school	  for	  time	  immemorial.	  	  	   When	  daytime	  exploration	  lost	  its	  thrill	  they	  started	  meeting	  at	  night,	  John’s	  older	  brother	  picking	  them	  up	  in	  his	  busted	  truck	  and	  dropping	  them	  off	  at	  the	  school	  while	  he	  smoked	  pot	  in	  the	  parking	  lot.	  	  “I’m	  going	  to	  John’s,”	  Rob	  said	  to	  his	  parents,	  again	  and	  again.	  	   “You	  two	  spend	  an	  awful	  lot	  of	  time	  together	  for	  a	  couple	  of	  boys,”	  his	  dad	  said	  quietly	  one	  night,	  flipping	  through	  the	  pages	  of	  the	  newspaper	  with	  his	  fat	  tie	  loosened	  around	  his	  neck.	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   His	  mother	  tensed	  at	  the	  kitchen	  table	  before	  turning	  around,	  smiling,	  always	  smiling.	  “Have	  fun,	  love.”	  	  	   They	  sat	  in	  the	  main	  artery,	  Rob	  and	  John	  on	  one	  side	  of	  the	  stream,	  Terry	  and	  Andy	  on	  the	  other.	  Between	  verses	  of	  Whitman	  poetry	  there	  was	  a	  reverent	  silence,	  only	  the	  remnants	  of	  John’s	  cracking	  voice	  echoing	  through	  the	  underground.	  “You	  sea!	  I	  resign	  myself	  to	  you	  also…I	  guess	  what	  you	  mean,	  I	  behold	  
from	  the	  beach	  your	  crooked	  inviting	  fingers.”	  The	  echoes	  felt	  too	  loud,	  too	  large	  and	  heavy,	  to	  have	  come	  from	  John’s	  slim	  body.	  Still,	  Rob	  imagined	  he	  could	  feel	  the	  words	  colliding	  with	  his	  skin,	  subtle	  vibrations	  in	  his	  pores,	  a	  shiver	  down	  the	  spine,	  an	  erratic	  skipping	  of	  the	  pulse.	  	   “I	  don’t	  understand	  why	  we’re	  reading	  this,”	  Terry	  said.	  “It	  has	  nothing	  to	  do	  with	  class.	  We’re	  supposed	  to	  be	  reading	  Animal	  Farm.”	  	   “Terry,	  Animal	  Farm	  is	  for	  kids,”	  John	  said.	  He	  shifted	  his	  splayed-­‐out	  limbs,	  trying	  to	  prevent	  his	  disproportionately	  large	  feet	  from	  slipping	  down	  into	  the	  water.	  “Whitman	  is	  on	  a	  whole	  different	  level.	  Mr.	  York	  would	  be	  proud.”	  	   Terry	  snickered.	  “Yeah,	  I	  bet	  you’d	  like	  to	  make	  Mr.	  York	  proud.”	  	   “What’s	  that	  supposed	  to	  mean?”	  John	  said.	  His	  face	  was	  partially	  illuminated	  by	  the	  flashlight	  hanging	  limp	  in	  his	  hand,	  the	  book	  of	  poetry	  in	  his	  lap	  now	  forgotten.	  His	  eyes	  were	  narrowed,	  his	  upper	  lip	  lifted	  into	  a	  light	  snarl.	  	  Rob	  wished	  away	  the	  ensuing	  conversation	  even	  as	  it	  came.	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   “It	  means,	  I	  bet	  you’d	  get	  on	  your	  knees	  to	  make	  him	  proud,”	  Andy	  said.	  Terry	  and	  Andy	  laughed,	  but	  John	  stood,	  shining	  the	  flashlight	  on	  each	  of	  their	  faces	  in	  turn.	  They	  winced.	  	  	   “Say	  it	  again,”	  John	  said.	  	  	   “Come	  on,”	  Terry	  said.	  “You	  know	  I’m	  just	  joking.”	  	   “What	  did	  he	  say	  to	  you	  after	  class	  today?”	  Andy	  said.	  	   John	  shrugged,	  settling	  back	  down.	  “Who	  cares?”	  And	  then,	  “He	  said	  he	  liked	  my	  essay.”	  	   “Do	  you	  think	  he	  is,	  though?”	  Terry	  said.	  	   “Is	  what?”	  John	  said	  sharply.	  	   Terry	  bit	  his	  lip	  but	  didn’t	  respond.	  John	  passed	  the	  copy	  of	  ‘Song	  of	  Myself’	  and	  the	  flashlight	  to	  Rob.	  “Your	  turn.”	  	   Rob	  held	  the	  book	  of	  poetry	  between	  now	  shaking	  fingers.	  As	  he	  stared	  down	  at	  the	  page	  he	  was	  reminded	  of	  class	  last	  week,	  when	  Mr.	  York	  had	  asked	  him	  to	  read	  Orwell	  aloud	  and	  his	  throat	  closed	  up.	  The	  words	  had	  come	  out	  fumbled	  and	  choked,	  a	  far	  cry	  from	  Mr.	  York’s	  smooth	  and	  lacquered	  recitations.	  “Forget	  your	  anxiety	  meds	  this	  morning?”	  Jimmy	  Danes	  had	  said	  from	  the	  back	  of	  class,	  prompting	  a	  few	  throaty	  laughs.	  Rob	  had	  felt	  a	  stinging	  in	  the	  eyes,	  but	  before	  he	  could	  continue	  reading,	  John	  had	  been	  on	  his	  feet.	  	  “What’s	  your	  problem,	  Jimmy?	  Why	  don’t	  you	  back	  the	  hell	  off?”	  “Yeah?”	  Jimmy	  had	  said.	  “Or	  what?	  You’ll	  bitch	  about	  me	  after	  class	  to	  your	  favorite	  teacher?”	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Rob	  hadn’t	  found	  the	  courage	  to	  look	  up,	  to	  see	  John	  standing	  beside	  his	  desk	  while	  he	  sat	  there	  curling	  in	  on	  himself,	  but	  he	  had	  closed	  his	  eyes	  and	  imagined	  it	  all	  –	  John’s	  fists	  clenched,	  the	  flush	  on	  his	  sunken	  cheeks	  brightening	  underneath	  scattered	  acne.	  Mr.	  York	  had	  intervened,	  of	  course,	  ordering	  John	  to	  sit,	  with	  a	  little	  more	  gentleness	  than	  he	  would	  have	  offered	  any	  other	  student.	  Rob	  had	  just	  listened	  as	  John	  flung	  himself	  back	  into	  his	  seat,	  only	  to	  tap	  his	  pen	  irritably	  on	  his	  desk	  for	  the	  rest	  of	  class.	  John	  had	  worn	  a	  blue	  shirt	  that	  day,	  Rob	  remembered.	  The	  blue	  one	  with	  the	  whales.	  	  	   “I	  believe	  you	  refuse	  to	  go	  back	  without	  feeling	  of	  me,”	  Rob	  read	  aloud	  now,	  taking	  sudden	  pleasure	  in	  the	  way	  his	  voice	  filled	  the	  tunnels,	  like	  John’s.	  “Hurry	  me	  
out	  of	  sight	  of	  the	  land,	  cushion	  me	  soft…	  Rock	  me	  in	  billowy	  drowse,	  dash	  me	  with	  
amorous	  wet…	  I	  can	  repay	  you.”	  	   When	  he	  looked	  up,	  John	  was	  leaning	  his	  head	  back	  against	  the	  wall	  of	  the	  tunnel,	  eyes	  closed,	  a	  faint	  smile	  playing	  across	  his	  lips.	  Rob’s	  pulse	  slowed,	  settled	  back	  into	  a	  natural	  rhythm.	  He	  nodded	  and	  passed	  the	  book	  across	  to	  Andy.	  “Your	  turn.”	  	  	   It	  was	  a	  month	  later	  when	  John	  pulled	  Rob	  aside	  in	  the	  hall	  after	  homeroom.	  His	  eyes	  were	  unusually	  bright,	  Rob	  thought,	  like	  stars	  heating	  up.	  “Guess	  what?	  My	  brother	  is	  giving	  me	  some	  pot.	  I’m	  bringing	  it	  to	  the	  tunnels	  tonight.”	  	   “Wait,	  really?”	  Rob	  said.	  “Since	  when	  do	  you	  smoke?”	  	   John	  shrugged.	  “Since	  tonight.	  I’ve	  tried	  it	  a	  few	  times	  before,	  I	  guess.”	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   Rob	  looked	  around.	  The	  hall	  was	  growing	  empty.	  “You	  never	  mentioned	  it	  before.	  John,	  I	  don’t	  know…”	  	   “C’mon,	  it’ll	  be	  awesome!”	  John	  said.	  “Shit,	  I’m	  gonna	  be	  late	  for	  class.”	  He	  patted	  Rob’s	  shoulder	  and	  dashed	  off,	  a	  rogue	  satellite	  on	  Rob’s	  horizon,	  saying	  just	  before	  he	  disappeared,	  “Oh,	  and	  Terry	  and	  Andy	  can’t	  come,	  so	  I	  guess	  it’s	  just	  the	  two	  of	  us	  tonight.	  Hope	  that’s	  cool!”	  Rob	  was	  left	  alone	  in	  the	  hallway,	  holding	  his	  textbooks	  but	  strangely	  disinterested	  in	  class	  for	  perhaps	  the	  first	  time	  in	  his	  life,	  John’s	  words	  still	  washing	  over	  his	  skin	  and	  burning	  faintly	  but	  cathartically	  like	  saltwater	  in	  fresh	  cuts.	  	   Rob	  stood	  in	  front	  of	  the	  bathroom	  mirror	  that	  night	  after	  his	  shower,	  shirtless	  and	  shivering.	  He	  combed	  his	  wet	  hair,	  letting	  a	  couple	  tufts	  fall	  down	  over	  his	  forehead	  to	  suggest	  spontaneity.	  When	  this	  was	  finished,	  he	  set	  down	  the	  comb	  and	  impulsively	  brought	  his	  hand	  to	  rest	  at	  the	  base	  of	  his	  throat.	  He	  pushed	  gently	  at	  the	  cavity	  there	  and	  thought	  about	  his	  own	  fragility.	  He	  examined	  his	  lips	  and	  swallowed,	  feeling	  his	  Adam’s	  apple	  rise	  and	  fall,	  as	  if	  it	  were	  bobbing	  in	  a	  stream.	  His	  eyes	  followed	  the	  reflection	  of	  his	  fingers	  as	  they	  slipped	  down	  under	  his	  collarbone	  and	  towards	  his	  chest.	  He	  pressed	  his	  fingers	  against	  the	  skin,	  feeling	  for	  the	  tissue,	  mashing	  it	  against	  his	  breastplate,	  and	  then	  traced	  the	  outline	  of	  his	  too-­‐visible	  ribs.	  Finally	  he	  placed	  his	  palm	  against	  the	  flat	  of	  his	  stomach,	  hairless	  and	  pristine;	  too	  small,	  his	  mother	  said.	  He	  supposed	  she	  was	  right.	  Certainly	  not	  the	  abs	  of	  an	  action	  movie	  hero,	  or	  the	  gut	  of	  a	  man.	  His	  eyes	  flickered	  and	  caught	  the	  reflection	  of	  a	  magazine	  lying	  in	  a	  wicker	  basket,	  something	  about	  men’s	  health,	  and	  he	  glanced	  back	  and	  forth	  from	  the	  shirtless	  athlete	  on	  the	  cover	  to	  his	  own	  image	  in	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the	  mirror.	  He	  felt	  on	  the	  verge	  of	  tears.	  Then	  he	  cleared	  his	  throat	  and	  stood	  a	  little	  taller,	  ran	  his	  fingers	  through	  his	  hair	  and	  disheveled	  the	  parallel	  comb-­‐lines	  entirely.	  His	  body	  would	  hardly	  be	  visible	  in	  the	  dark,	  anyways.	  He	  imagined	  sewage	  water	  rushing	  over	  his	  feet,	  cold	  concrete	  against	  skin.	  He	  was	  definitely	  on	  the	  verge	  of	  something	  –	  tears,	  yes,	  or	  laughter,	  ecstasy,	  secrets	  and	  smoke	  in	  the	  dark.	  	  	   “Rob!”	  his	  mother	  called.	  	   “Just	  a	  second!”	  He	  picked	  up	  a	  folded	  shirt	  from	  the	  rug,	  a	  plaid	  button-­‐up,	  and	  slipped	  it	  on,	  leaving	  the	  top	  two	  buttons	  undone.	  Downstairs,	  he	  found	  his	  mom	  in	  the	  kitchen,	  wiping	  the	  kitchen	  table	  clean.	  	   “John’s	  outside,”	  she	  said,	  eyeing	  his	  shirt,	  his	  hair.	  	  	   “Thanks!	  See	  you	  later,	  don’t	  wait	  up.”	  He	  grabbed	  his	  backpack	  and	  made	  for	  the	  front	  door.	  	   “Rob,”	  she	  said.	  “Rob,	  I	  love	  you.”	  	  	   “Yeah,	  you	  too,”	  he	  said,	  closing	  the	  door	  behind	  him	  and	  exhaling.	  John	  was	  waiting	  with	  his	  brother	  in	  the	  truck	  by	  the	  curb.	  Rob	  slung	  his	  backpack	  over	  one	  shoulder	  and	  walked	  down	  the	  long	  driveway,	  not	  looking	  back	  to	  find	  his	  mother’s	  silhouette	  framed	  in	  the	  living	  room	  window.	  When	  he	  got	  to	  the	  truck,	  though,	  he	  saw	  that	  his	  usual	  seat	  in	  the	  back	  was	  taken.	  	  	   “Rob,	  you	  know	  Sarah,”	  John	  said,	  gesturing	  to	  the	  pale	  brunette	  slouched	  in	  the	  backseat.	  She	  was	  also	  in	  their	  English	  class,	  a	  friend	  of	  Jimmy	  Danes,	  and	  certainly	  not	  a	  recipient	  of	  a	  Mr.	  York	  certificate.	  She	  eyed	  Rob	  dully.	  “Hi.”	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“Hi,”	  Rob	  said,	  staring	  at	  her	  incredulously	  for	  a	  moment	  before	  looking	  away,	  down	  the	  street,	  at	  the	  sky,	  anywhere.	  He	  felt	  that	  stinging	  in	  his	  eyes	  as	  John	  said,	  “She’s	  actually	  coming	  to	  the	  tunnels	  with	  us	  tonight.	  Hope	  that’s	  cool.”	  His	  voice	  sounded	  fuzzy,	  like	  a	  radio	  station	  suddenly	  and	  unexpectedly	  clouded	  with	  static.	  	  Rob	  smiled	  weakly	  and	  climbed	  into	  the	  backseat	  next	  to	  Sarah,	  who	  didn’t	  give	  him	  a	  second	  look.	  On	  the	  short	  drive	  to	  the	  school,	  as	  John’s	  brother	  blasted	  heavy	  metal	  and	  stomped	  the	  accelerator,	  Rob	  stared	  out	  the	  window	  and	  tried	  to	  suppress	  the	  panic	  rising	  inside	  him	  like	  a	  fever.	  	  	  	  John	  passed	  Rob	  the	  bowl	  and	  the	  lighter.	  “I	  still	  don’t	  know	  what	  to	  do,”	  Rob	  said.	  His	  hands	  shook	  violently.	  They	  were	  deep	  into	  the	  tunnels,	  so	  deep	  Rob	  didn’t	  know	  if	  he	  could	  find	  his	  way	  back	  out.	  Not	  on	  his	  own,	  at	  least.	  	  “What’s	  wrong	  with	  you?”	  Sarah	  said.	  “Why	  can’t	  you	  sit	  still?”	  Smoke	  from	  her	  last	  hit	  curled	  up	  lazily	  around	  her	  face.	  	  “Why	  don’t	  you	  let	  me	  light	  it,”	  John	  said	  gently.	  Rob	  took	  the	  bowl	  with	  both	  hands	  and	  nodded	  along	  to	  John’s	  instructions.	  “Get	  ready	  to	  suck	  in,”	  he	  said.	  “Make	  sure	  it’s	  going	  down,	  like	  deep	  down,	  into	  your	  lungs.	  My	  brother	  said	  it	  has	  to	  go	  into	  your	  lungs.”	  He	  lit	  the	  flame.	  It	  cast	  the	  tunnels	  in	  a	  flickering	  light	  that	  Rob	  found	  unsettling.	  He	  felt	  both	  exposed	  and	  obscured.	  Scattered	  graffiti	  on	  the	  tunnel	  walls	  came	  in	  and	  out	  of	  focus	  with	  each	  shiver	  of	  the	  flame	  –	  hearts,	  anarchy	  symbols,	  sexual	  organs,	  a	  marijuana	  plant.	  Some	  were	  dated	  from	  the	  70s,	  the	  80s.	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They	  weren’t	  the	  first	  to	  find	  the	  sleeping	  beast	  behind	  the	  school,	  Rob	  then	  understood,	  and	  they	  probably	  wouldn’t	  be	  the	  last.	  John	  lowered	  his	  hand	  until	  the	  flame	  was	  hovering	  just	  above	  the	  shaking	  bowl.	  “Take	  it	  in,”	  he	  said.	  Rob	  met	  his	  eyes	  and	  obeyed,	  placing	  trembling	  lips	  over	  the	  tip	  of	  the	  bowl	  and	  inhaling.	  He	  took	  as	  much	  as	  he	  could	  before	  pulling	  away.	  For	  a	  moment	  he	  sat	  there	  with	  his	  eyes	  winced	  shut,	  and	  then	  it	  all	  came	  out	  in	  a	  fit	  of	  painful	  coughing.	  “God,”	  Sarah	  said.	  “Is	  this	  your	  first	  time?”	  “My	  brother	  said	  it	  gets	  easier,”	  John	  said.	  “He	  said	  you	  learn	  how	  to	  breathe	  and	  stuff.”	  Rob	  nodded	  and	  passed	  the	  bowl	  to	  Sarah.	  He	  watched	  her	  take	  a	  hit,	  noting	  her	  steady	  hands	  and	  her	  thoughtless	  face,	  almost	  frightening	  when	  illuminated	  by	  the	  flashlight	  or	  the	  lighter.	  He	  thought	  she	  looked	  ugly,	  the	  bowl	  between	  her	  fat	  lips,	  her	  muddy	  brown	  eyes	  fluttering	  in	  affected	  ecstasy.	  	  “Oh,”	  Rob	  said	  suddenly,	  unzipping	  his	  backpack	  and	  rummaging	  inside.	  “I	  brought	  Whitman.”	  “You	  brought	  what?”	  Sarah	  said	  flatly,	  smoke	  streaming	  out	  between	  pursed	  lips.	   “Uh,	  Rob,”	  John	  said.	  	   “What?”	  	   “Maybe	  we	  shouldn’t	  read	  tonight.	  You	  know,	  give	  it	  break	  for	  a	  bit,	  or	  something.”	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   Rob’s	  brow	  furrowed	  as	  he	  looked	  at	  John,	  but	  John	  was	  only	  looking	  uncertainly	  at	  Sarah.	  “Oh,”	  Rob	  said	  quietly,	  slipping	  the	  book	  back	  into	  his	  bag.	  “Right.”	  	   “God,	  I	  am	  getting	  so	  high,”	  Sarah	  said,	  arching	  her	  neck	  back	  and	  passing	  the	  bowl	  to	  John.	  	   A	  couple	  hits	  later,	  the	  nerves	  in	  Rob’s	  legs	  began	  to	  spasm	  uncomfortably.	  His	  heart	  was	  racing	  and	  he	  could	  hardly	  hold	  the	  bowl.	  Eventually	  it	  fell	  out	  of	  his	  hands,	  hitting	  the	  concrete	  below	  and	  spilling	  out	  all	  the	  weed.	  John	  managed	  to	  grab	  the	  bowl	  before	  it	  slipped	  into	  the	  water.	  Sarah	  laughed.	  John	  only	  sighed,	  but	  somehow	  this	  was	  even	  worse,	  the	  disapproval	  sinking	  like	  a	  weight	  in	  Rob’s	  now-­‐aching	  stomach.	  After	  that,	  Rob	  didn’t	  take	  any	  more	  hits.	  Nobody	  did.	  After	  that,	  it	  was	  just	  cheap	  conversation.	  Not	  Whitman,	  not	  Dead	  Poet’s	  Society,	  not	  poetry	  at	  all.	  Just	  teen	  movies	  and	  sports	  and	  that	  party	  last	  weekend,	  the	  one	  where	  Sarah	  got	  so	  drunk,	  and	  oh,	  is	  Mr.	  York	  gay?	  	  	   Rob	  shuddered	  and	  drew	  his	  legs	  up	  against	  his	  chest,	  trying	  to	  tune	  it	  out,	  trying	  to	  ignore	  the	  burning	  in	  his	  lungs.	  Somehow	  he	  knew	  it	  was	  coming	  before	  it	  even	  started,	  when	  the	  conversation	  died	  down	  and	  there	  was	  only	  the	  grotesque	  sound	  of	  mashing	  lips	  and	  entangling	  limbs.	  Rob	  didn’t	  know	  how	  long	  it	  lasted,	  a	  few	  minutes,	  an	  hour	  –	  he	  had	  lost	  all	  sense	  of	  time,	  his	  thrashing	  heart	  had	  lost	  all	  sense	  of	  rhythm.	  He	  only	  knew	  that	  at	  length	  there	  were	  new	  sounds,	  the	  fluttering	  of	  John’s	  shirt	  to	  the	  ground,	  the	  splashing	  of	  feet	  in	  the	  awful	  brown	  water.	  When	  Rob	  opened	  his	  eyes	  he	  saw	  them	  up	  against	  the	  wall	  of	  the	  tunnel	  on	  the	  other	  side	  of	  the	  stream.	  He	  saw	  John’s	  pale,	  curving	  back,	  pitted	  with	  acne	  like	  his	  face,	  and	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John’s	  stained	  blue	  jeans,	  stained	  with	  grass	  from	  better	  days.	  Sarah	  was	  nearly	  eclipsed	  by	  John,	  but	  her	  ugly	  head	  peaked	  over	  his	  shoulder	  as	  he	  sucked	  at	  her	  neck.	  It	  took	  Rob	  a	  moment	  to	  realize	  that	  her	  eyes	  were	  open,	  that	  she	  was	  staring	  at	  him.	  He	  held	  her	  blank	  gaze	  for	  a	  moment	  as	  John’s	  head	  writhed	  sloppily	  around	  her	  throat.	  Rob	  saw	  nothing.	  	  	   It	  burned,	  when	  he	  vomited	  into	  the	  stream,	  the	  sounds	  of	  his	  retching	  mingling	  with	  Sarah’s	  moans	  discordantly.	  Then	  he	  watched	  numbly	  as	  the	  water	  carried	  his	  sick	  away,	  through	  all	  the	  arteries	  and	  veins	  and	  out,	  out,	  out	  of	  the	  body	  of	  the	  beast.	  	  	   John	  tried	  to	  talk	  to	  him	  the	  next	  day	  at	  school.	  Rob	  stood	  at	  his	  locker,	  sorting	  through	  books	  militantly,	  while	  John	  talked	  at	  his	  back.	  “Rob,	  what’s	  going	  on?	  Are	  you	  pissed	  off	  or	  something?	  We	  got	  really	  high,	  you	  know	  that.	  It	  looked	  like	  you	  were	  asleep	  anyways.	  You	  were	  just	  sitting	  there.”	  Rob	  snapped	  the	  lock	  back	  into	  place	  and	  walked	  away.	  “Rob!”	  John	  said,	  louder	  now.	  “Come	  on,	  man.	  I	  didn’t	  know	  it	  was	  going	  to	  upset	  you.	  I	  wasn’t	  thinking.	  Can	  we	  talk	  about	  this?	  If	  you’re	  upset,	  can	  you	  at	  least	  explain	  it	  to	  me?”	  A	  few	  heads	  turned	  down	  the	  hall,	  but	  not	  Rob’s.	  “Rob,	  what	  the	  hell?”	  John’s	  voice	  was	  growing	  bitter,	  that	  flush	  of	  anger	  tingeing	  his	  cheeks,	  those	  cerulean	  veins	  rising	  underneath	  tight	  skin.	  “Rob!	  Come	  on,	  what	  the	  fuck?	  Is	  this	  about	  Sarah?	  God,	  did	  you	  have	  a	  crush	  on	  her,	  or	  something?”	  Rob	  paused	  in	  his	  tracks.	  His	  face	  flushed	  with	  his	  own	  heat,	  his	  own	  vitality.	  His	  hands	  curled	  into	  tight	  fists.	  And	  for	  a	  moment,	  he	  was	  invincible.	  A	  new	  kind	  of	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strength	  coursed	  through	  his	  veins	  and	  he	  was	  in	  awe	  of	  it.	  He	  could	  rip	  out	  the	  lockers	  and	  barrel	  down	  the	  hall,	  if	  he	  wanted.	  He	  could	  tear	  down	  the	  walls	  of	  the	  school,	  he	  could	  leave	  behind	  nothing	  but	  rubble	  and	  ash	  and	  everyone,	  everything.	  He	  was	  a	  dormant	  beast	  awakening,	  rising,	  his	  power	  was	  all	  consuming.	  In	  the	  end,	  though,	  he	  only	  relaxed	  his	  hands	  and	  turned	  around	  to	  face	  John.	  “You	  know	  something?”	  he	  said.	  “You	  sound	  really	  stupid	  when	  you	  curse.”	  And	  then	  he	  was	  on	  his	  way	  again,	  past	  the	  staring	  faces	  of	  peers,	  past	  the	  staring	  face	  of	  Mr.	  York	  who	  was	  just	  stepping	  out	  of	  his	  classroom	  in	  his	  skin-­‐tight	  dress	  shirt	  and	  crisp	  blue	  tie.	  	  “Pussy!”	  John	  called	  out,	  throwing	  his	  fist	  into	  the	  nearest	  locker	  but	  unable	  to	  leave	  a	  dent.	  He	  successfully	  caught	  the	  attention	  of	  Mr.	  York,	  who	  furtively	  made	  a	  path	  towards	  his	  favorite	  certificate-­‐recipient,	  but	  Rob	  was	  already	  gone.	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   The	  Attic	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   When	  I	  was	  a	  kid,	  my	  family	  and	  I	  would	  spend	  the	  holidays	  each	  year	  at	  my	  uncle’s	  place.	  It	  was	  a	  brick,	  two-­‐story	  farmhouse	  sitting	  on	  a	  wheat	  field,	  a	  far	  cry	  from	  the	  suburbia	  we	  knew.	  It	  felt	  like	  an	  insular	  world,	  like	  the	  expanse	  of	  wheat	  was	  really	  just	  water,	  and	  the	  foundation	  of	  the	  house	  was	  a	  little	  island	  where	  we	  had	  all	  washed	  ashore.	  It	  could	  have	  been	  depressing.	  	   I	  liked	  visiting,	  though,	  because	  I	  got	  to	  spend	  time	  with	  my	  cousin	  Missy.	  She	  was	  two	  years	  my	  senior,	  and	  so	  I	  always	  attributed	  a	  certain	  kind	  of	  genius	  to	  her.	  When	  I	  was	  eight	  and	  she	  was	  ten,	  I	  thought,	  to	  be	  ten!	  To	  be	  so	  tall,	  to	  have	  reached	  
that	  plateau	  of	  the	  double-­‐digits!	  But	  when	  I	  was	  ten,	  she	  was	  already	  twelve,	  and	  I	  marveled	  at	  that	  number	  –	  twelve,	  how	  distant	  and	  strange,	  how	  unknowable.	  She	  was	  soft-­‐spoken	  but	  willful,	  and	  she	  graciously	  accepted	  my	  reverence.	  She	  said	  that	  she	  had	  much	  to	  teach	  me,	  like	  handstands,	  and	  astrology.	  	  	   That	  year	  when	  I	  was	  ten,	  she	  led	  me	  through	  a	  small	  door	  in	  the	  second-­‐floor	  study,	  through	  a	  crawlspace	  to	  the	  warm,	  dusty	  attic.	  I	  had	  a	  concept	  of	  attics,	  but	  it	  still	  felt	  very	  otherworldly	  to	  me,	  this	  dark	  space	  for	  the	  forgotten	  things	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where	  everything	  was	  quiet	  and	  still	  and	  timeless.	  And	  as	  we	  stood,	  Missy	  shaking	  the	  dust	  off	  her	  white	  nightgown	  with	  one	  hand	  while	  a	  flashlight	  swung	  loose	  in	  the	  other,	  I	  felt	  as	  though	  we	  really	  had	  found	  another	  world.	  	  	   “I’ve	  been	  hearing	  noises	  up	  here,”	  Missy	  told	  me,	  her	  eyes	  wide,	  almost	  luminous	  in	  the	  dark.	  	   “Really?”	  I	  said.	  “What	  kinds	  of	  noises?”	  	   “Creaks	  and	  groans.”	  She	  paused,	  and	  then	  said,	  “Singing.	  I	  heard	  singing	  once,	  too.”	  She	  nodded,	  as	  if	  pleased	  by	  this	  confession.	  	   I	  believed	  her,	  of	  course,	  and	  I	  was	  frightened	  and	  thrilled.	  “Wow,”	  I	  said.	  “You	  think	  there’s	  something	  up	  here?”	  	   “One	  cannot	  be	  sure	  of	  these	  things,”	  she	  said.	  Her	  voice	  was	  airy	  and	  couldn’t	  fill	  the	  attic;	  instead,	  the	  sound	  of	  it	  seemed	  to	  resonate	  in	  one	  corner	  or	  nook	  at	  a	  time,	  like	  she	  could	  throw	  her	  voice.	  “But	  I	  do	  hope	  so.”	  	   I	  worked	  tirelessly	  to	  imitate	  her	  regality,	  that	  way	  of	  speaking.	  “Yes,	  one	  should	  hope	  so,	  one	  must	  think,”	  I	  said.	  I	  always	  expected	  her	  to	  frown	  at	  me,	  when	  I	  did	  this,	  but	  she	  never	  did.	  Half	  the	  time	  I	  don’t	  think	  she	  listened	  to	  me	  at	  all.	  I	  had	  the	  impression	  that	  I	  was	  dispensable;	  that	  if	  I	  suddenly	  disappeared,	  Missy	  would	  speak	  the	  same	  words,	  at	  the	  same	  time.	  Like	  her	  communion	  was	  with	  something	  else,	  not	  me.	  	   We	  sat	  in	  the	  center	  of	  the	  attic,	  between	  piles	  of	  boxes,	  furniture	  with	  moth-­‐eaten	  fabric,	  spider-­‐webs	  larger	  than	  either	  of	  us.	  Missy	  closed	  her	  eyes,	  and	  I	  traced	  lines	  in	  the	  dust	  of	  the	  wood	  floor.	  “What	  do	  you	  think	  it	  looks	  like?”	  she	  said.	  	   “Huh?”	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   “The	  spirit	  who	  lives	  here.”	  	   “It’s	  a	  ghost,	  with	  bug	  eyes	  and	  no	  legs	  and	  scary	  ghost	  fingers,”	  I	  said,	  demonstrating	  by	  raking	  crooked	  fingers	  through	  the	  air.	  “Or	  maybe	  it’s	  a	  zombie,	  or	  a	  vampire,	  with	  fangs.”	  I	  bared	  my	  teeth	  and	  stretched	  out	  my	  arms	  in	  the	  empty	  space	  before	  us.	  “Or	  maybe	  it’s	  like	  a	  demon.	  All	  black	  and	  red	  with	  a	  flaming	  sword	  and	  stuff,	  like	  in	  the	  Bible.”	  I	  paused	  and	  looked	  over	  at	  Missy.	  Her	  face	  was	  pale	  and	  struck	  with	  horror.	  “What’s	  wrong?”	  I	  said.	  	  	   Her	  voice	  was	  so	  small	  when	  she	  said,	  “I	  don’t	  believe	  you.	  I	  don’t	  believe	  you	  because	  I	  think	  it’s	  an	  angel.”	  She	  closed	  her	  eyes	  again.	  “Shining,	  white.”	  	  	  	   I	  thought	  that	  Missy	  was	  going	  to	  live	  a	  happy	  life,	  because	  of	  what	  she	  said	  about	  the	  angel.	  By	  contrast,	  I	  thought	  there	  was	  something	  wrong	  with	  me	  –	  that	  I	  was	  macabre	  and	  disturbed,	  or	  something.	  I	  thought	  it	  would	  become	  apparent	  as	  I	  got	  older,	  and	  if	  there	  were	  demons,	  I	  was	  sure	  they	  would	  feast	  upon	  my	  hopeless	  soul.	  But	  I	  was	  a	  child	  of	  suburbia,	  of	  neighborhood	  basketball	  games	  and	  rollerblades,	  and	  thoughts	  of	  spirits	  dissipated	  when	  I	  returned	  to	  school	  in	  January	  each	  year.	  Like	  everyone	  else,	  I	  faced	  troubles	  as	  I	  aged	  –	  a	  broken	  arm	  in	  seventh	  grade,	  a	  bout	  of	  low	  self-­‐esteem	  in	  high	  school,	  relationship	  woes	  and	  all	  the	  pains	  of	  self-­‐discovery	  –	  but	  they	  were	  not	  with	  the	  spiritual	  world,	  the	  attic	  world.	  And	  whatever	  happened,	  life	  carried	  on	  with	  little	  regard	  for	  me.	  I	  wasn’t	  so	  special.	  	   Missy	  had	  other	  luxuries	  –	  a	  little	  world	  of	  her	  own	  that	  she	  could	  bend	  to	  her	  will.	  A	  dream	  of	  angels	  could	  set	  the	  floorboards	  and	  walls	  aglow,	  and	  one	  nightmare	  could	  fill	  the	  reaches	  of	  her	  known	  creation.	  When	  she	  struggled	  to	  make	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friends,	  she	  dropped	  out	  of	  school	  and	  spent	  all	  her	  days	  and	  nights	  in	  that	  farmhouse.	  Time	  froze,	  life	  didn’t	  carry	  on.	  Whenever	  I	  visited	  my	  aging	  uncle	  later	  in	  life,	  I	  would	  see	  her	  framed	  in	  her	  bedroom	  window	  in	  a	  loose	  white	  dress,	  staring	  down	  at	  me.	  First,	  only	  me,	  visiting	  from	  college;	  then	  my	  wife	  and	  I;	  finally	  my	  own	  family,	  a	  son	  and	  daughter.	  	  My	  wife	  and	  I	  visited	  the	  farmhouse	  one	  summer	  when	  our	  children	  were	  ten	  and	  seven.	  The	  kids	  loved	  running	  through	  the	  wheat	  fields	  and	  feeding	  the	  birds	  that	  gathered	  near	  the	  house.	  And	  they	  loved	  Missy,	  too.	  One	  afternoon	  I	  traced	  their	  voices	  to	  the	  attic	  and	  found	  them	  sitting	  in	  a	  circle	  with	  Missy	  on	  the	  ground.	  Little	  had	  changed.	  Everything	  was	  still	  coated	  in	  dust,	  still	  illuminated	  by	  Missy’s	  flashlight.	  My	  childhood	  flashed	  before	  my	  eyes	  and	  a	  shiver	  ran	  down	  my	  spine.	  “Mind	  if	  I	  join?”	  I	  said.	  	  Missy	  smiled	  at	  me,	  so	  I	  sat	  down	  across	  from	  her.	  She	  had	  hardly	  aged.	  Her	  dress	  nearly	  swallowed	  her	  frail	  body,	  and	  sitting	  alongside	  my	  kids,	  it	  was	  easy	  to	  mistake	  her	  for	  a	  child,	  too.	  I	  imagined	  that	  she	  was	  a	  friend	  of	  my	  daughter’s	  who	  had	  come	  to	  play	  –	  that	  she	  was,	  for	  the	  time	  being,	  under	  my	  supervision.	  This	  thought	  made	  me	  sad.	  I	  wanted	  to	  apologize	  to	  her,	  for	  not	  escaping	  time	  the	  way	  she	  had.	  “Can	  we	  play	  I	  Spy	  again?”	  my	  daughter	  asked	  Missy.	  “Please?”	  “In	  a	  moment,	  perhaps,”	  Missy	  said.	  “Patient	  is	  a	  virtue.”	  My	  daughter	  nodded	  and	  quieted	  down,	  a	  small	  miracle	  that	  my	  wife	  or	  I	  never	  witnessed	  at	  home,	  and	  both	  she	  and	  my	  son	  looked	  to	  Missy	  with	  a	  patient	  reverence.	  I	  looked	  into	  their	  faces	  and	  found	  myself	  there,	  in	  their	  wide	  eyes,	  and	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once	  more	  I	  felt	  the	  weight	  of	  Missy’s	  power.	  I	  wasn’t	  the	  adult	  in	  the	  circle,	  I	  realized.	  We	  were	  all	  children	  seeking	  Missy’s	  wisdom	  and	  magic.	  And	  as	  we	  sat	  there	  in	  silence,	  I	  wondered	  if	  she	  could	  still	  hear	  it,	  the	  singing.	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  Chlorine	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   Dan	  Wyatt	  stood	  on	  his	  third-­‐floor	  balcony	  overlooking	  the	  pool,	  feeling	  old.	  	  	   Truthfully	  he	  was	  only	  twenty-­‐nine,	  but	  he	  guessed	  that	  he	  was	  the	  oldest	  resident	  of	  The	  Zone,	  a	  trendy	  new	  complex	  marketed	  for	  college	  students	  that	  featured	  a	  ping-­‐pong	  table	  in	  each	  unit	  and	  a	  community	  pool	  that	  was	  shaped	  like	  a	  bowtie,	  or	  an	  infinity	  sign,	  or	  something.	  The	  complex	  had	  a	  modern	  art	  installation	  outside	  the	  community	  office,	  and	  every	  Tuesday	  was	  Smoothie	  Tuesday	  at	  the	  small	  but	  sleek	  gym.	  Since	  he	  had	  moved	  in	  three	  weeks	  ago,	  Dan	  had	  sensed	  the	  youthful	  energy	  bubbling	  up	  and	  festering,	  and	  tonight	  it	  reached	  a	  breaking	  point.	  Hundreds	  of	  twenty-­‐year	  olds	  half-­‐naked	  at	  2	  A.M.,	  tossing	  empty	  beer	  cans	  into	  the	  pool	  and	  creating	  a	  makeshift	  water	  slide	  with	  a	  fraying	  piece	  of	  tarp.	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   Dan	  checked	  his	  phone.	  No	  missed	  calls,	  no	  texts.	  It	  had	  been	  ten	  days	  since	  he	  had	  heard	  from	  his	  wife,	  sixteen	  since	  he	  had	  talked	  to	  his	  four-­‐year-­‐old	  daughter	  –	  or	  at	  least,	  he	  thought	  so.	  Time	  was	  beginning	  to	  lose	  its	  meaning.	  One	  day	  bled	  into	  the	  next,	  sleepless	  nights	  leaving	  the	  days	  uncontained.	  	   His	  hands	  slipped	  away	  from	  the	  balcony	  railing	  and	  he	  turned	  to	  leave,	  but	  a	  girl	  from	  the	  party	  shouted,	  “Hey,	  you!	  Third	  floor!”	  He	  paused,	  shifting	  his	  weight	  between	  the	  foot	  closest	  to	  the	  railing	  and	  the	  foot	  closest	  to	  the	  door.	  He	  waited	  until	  he	  was	  quite	  sure	  the	  speaker	  had	  moved	  on,	  and	  then	  peered	  down	  at	  the	  party.	  She	  was	  still	  there.	  	  She	  was	  tall	  and	  thin	  like	  a	  reed.	  She	  had	  red	  hair	  and	  freckles	  and	  she	  was	  adjusting	  the	  top	  piece	  of	  a	  brown	  bikini.	  “Are	  you	  just	  going	  to	  stand	  there	  and	  watch	  us?”	  she	  said.	  She	  wrung	  out	  her	  hair	  like	  a	  washcloth.	  “You	  wanna	  come	  down?”	  “No,”	  Dan	  said.	  “No,	  sorry.	  I	  just	  heard	  a	  lot	  of	  noise.”	  A	  few	  other	  students	  had	  turned	  to	  look	  at	  him,	  and	  he	  shrank	  back	  from	  the	  railing.	  “You	  want	  us	  to	  keep	  it	  down?”	  she	  said.	  Dan	  looked	  at	  the	  DJ	  surrounded	  by	  four	  vibrating	  speakers,	  the	  clusters	  of	  drunken	  conversations,	  boys	  and	  girls	  splashing	  in	  the	  pool.	  “Well,”	  he	  said.	  “There’s	  no	  point,	  really.	  Thanks,	  though.”	  	   “It’s	  a	  community	  event,”	  she	  said.	  “It	  was	  in	  the	  newsletter.	  It’s,	  you	  know,	  sanctioned.”	  	   “Sure,”	  he	  said.	  	   “There’s	  probably	  not	  a	  whole	  lot	  you	  can	  do	  about	  it.”	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   “Right.”	  	   A	  guy	  in	  a	  backwards	  cap	  with	  a	  beer	  called	  to	  her	  from	  the	  other	  side	  of	  the	  pool.	  She	  squinted	  at	  Dan,	  and	  then	  went	  to	  join	  her	  friend.	  Lucy,	  the	  guy	  had	  called	  her.	  Dan	  thought	  he	  might	  have	  seen	  her	  before.	  	   He	  stepped	  back	  inside	  his	  apartment	  and	  gently	  closed	  the	  balcony	  door.	  The	  noise	  of	  the	  party	  was	  muffled,	  but	  for	  this	  reason	  seemed	  louder	  somehow.	  He	  sat	  on	  his	  bed	  and	  checked	  his	  phone	  again	  and	  found	  nothing	  of	  interest.	  He	  didn’t	  get	  under	  the	  covers	  because	  the	  sheets	  were	  always	  cold.	  	   As	  he	  sat	  there,	  he	  tried	  to	  remember	  the	  last	  time	  he	  had	  been	  swimming.	  His	  family	  had	  a	  cheap	  above	  ground	  pool	  when	  he	  was	  a	  kid,	  and	  he	  used	  to	  swim	  most	  days	  after	  class	  until	  his	  fingers	  were	  prunes	  and	  his	  hair	  was	  bleached	  and	  his	  skin	  reeked	  of	  chlorine.	  He	  spent	  his	  first	  two	  summers	  of	  college	  at	  his	  old	  girlfriend’s	  beach	  condo,	  and	  he	  would	  swim	  laps	  for	  hours	  while	  she	  tanned.	  But	  pools	  were	  just	  one	  of	  those	  things	  you	  had	  to	  give	  up	  when	  you	  got	  married,	  he	  thought,	  like	  video	  games,	  or	  hard	  liquor.	  	  	   A	  few	  minutes	  passed,	  and	  he	  was	  sure	  he	  wouldn’t	  be	  able	  to	  fall	  asleep,	  not	  with	  the	  noise	  outside,	  but	  when	  he	  heard	  the	  knock	  on	  his	  door	  he	  involuntarily	  jerked	  his	  limbs	  and	  realized	  he	  had	  been	  drifting	  off.	  He	  was	  still	  dressed,	  but	  he	  felt	  sloppy,	  so	  he	  ran	  his	  hands	  down	  his	  khaki	  pants	  to	  smooth	  out	  the	  wrinkles.	  	  	   He	  opened	  the	  door	  and	  saw	  Lucy.	  She	  had	  put	  on	  a	  nearly	  translucent	  Myrtle	  Beach	  shirt	  but	  still	  no	  pants.	  She	  was	  dripping	  pool	  water.	  Up	  close,	  her	  red	  hair	  was	  startling.	  Her	  eyes	  were	  big	  and	  shiny	  and	  this	  made	  her	  look	  particularly	  childish.	  She	  reminded	  Dan	  of	  his	  old	  girlfriend,	  the	  one	  with	  the	  beach	  condo.	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   “Hi,”	  Dan	  said.	  	   “Hi.”	  	   “Can	  I	  help	  you	  with	  something?”	  	   “I’m	  sorry,	  again,	  about	  the	  noise.”	  	  “It’s	  just	  really	  late.”	  	   “Are	  you	  a	  student?”	  	   “Oh,”	  Dan	  said.	  “Oh,	  no.	  I	  graduated.”	  	   “When?	  Last	  year?”	  	   Dan	  frowned.	  “Seven	  years	  ago?”	  	   Lucy’s	  lips	  parted	  and	  she	  tugged	  at	  the	  bottom	  of	  her	  shirt,	  as	  if	  to	  cover	  herself	  more	  fully,	  though	  her	  unbroken	  and	  intense	  eye	  contact	  suggested	  that	  this	  was	  more	  for	  his	  consideration	  than	  her	  own.	  “So	  you’re…?”	  	   “Twenty-­‐nine.”	  	   “You	  look	  young.	  Twenty-­‐four,	  max.”	  She	  laughed	  and	  then	  stopped	  abruptly.	  	   “Thanks,”	  Dan	  said.	  “I	  guess.”	  	   Her	  eyes	  flicked	  from	  his	  face	  to	  the	  space	  just	  beyond	  his	  shoulder.	  “Your	  apartment	  is	  nice.”	  	   “I’m	  sure	  it’s	  the	  same	  model	  as	  yours.”	  	   “It	  just	  looks	  really	  clean.”	  	   Dan	  shrugged.	  	   “Can	  I	  come	  in	  for	  a	  bit?”	  	   “You’re	  drunk.”	  	   “No,”	  she	  said.	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   “No?”	  	   She	  shook	  her	  head,	  her	  hands	  still	  clutching	  the	  bottom	  of	  her	  shirt.	  Wet	  knots	  of	  hair	  swung	  back	  and	  forth	  like	  little	  pendulums.	  When	  Dan	  didn’t	  respond,	  she	  very	  gently	  stepped	  past	  him	  and	  into	  his	  apartment.	  Dan	  stood	  by	  the	  door	  for	  a	  little	  while	  longer,	  feeling	  confused,	  and	  then	  closed	  it	  and	  joined	  Lucy	  in	  the	  living	  area.	  She	  was	  looking	  at	  a	  few	  prints	  on	  the	  wall.	  	   “Those	  are	  Turner	  paintings,”	  he	  said.	  “British	  landscape	  painter.”	  	   “Yes,”	  she	  said.	  “I’m	  an	  art	  major.”	  She	  sat	  on	  the	  suede	  couch,	  bringing	  her	  knees	  up	  to	  her	  chest.	  She	  played	  with	  her	  toes,	  pushing	  them	  down	  with	  her	  fingers	  until	  they	  cracked.	  “I’ve	  seen	  you	  around	  the	  complex.	  I	  just	  assumed	  you	  were	  a	  student.	  Grad	  student,	  maybe.	  What	  are	  you	  doing	  here?”	  	   “What	  do	  you	  mean?”	  	   “Why	  do	  you	  live	  here?”	  	   Dan	  picked	  up	  a	  book	  from	  the	  couch	  and	  placed	  it	  on	  a	  shelf.	  “It’s	  the	  closest	  to	  home.”	  	   She	  frowned.	  “You	  live	  near	  your	  parents?”	  	   “No,”	  he	  said,	  rubbing	  his	  eyes.	  “My	  family.	  Wife	  and	  daughter.”	  	   “Oh,”	  Lucy	  said.	  She	  softly	  bit	  one	  of	  her	  knees	  and	  stared	  at	  him.	  Outside	  someone	  splashed	  in	  the	  pool,	  a	  girl	  shrieked	  and	  laughed,	  a	  pounding	  bass	  line	  shook	  Dan’s	  balcony	  door.	  “You	  want	  to	  go	  to	  bed.”	  	   “No,”	  Dan	  said.	  	   “It’s	  late.”
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   “I	  know.”	  He	  pulled	  a	  glass	  down	  from	  a	  kitchen	  cabinet.	  “Do	  you	  want	  a	  drink?	  I’m	  going	  to	  have	  some	  scotch.”	  	  	   “I’ve	  never	  had	  scotch.”	  	   He	  poured	  two	  glasses	  and	  brought	  one	  to	  her.	  She	  sniffed	  it	  and	  scrunched	  up	  her	  face.	  	  “It’s	  really	  good	  scotch,”	  he	  said.	  	   “I’m	  sure,”	  she	  said,	  glancing	  back	  up	  at	  the	  Turner	  prints.	  	   “I	  didn’t	  know	  there	  were	  community	  events	  at	  this	  hour.”	  He	  sat	  on	  the	  other	  half	  of	  the	  couch,	  granting	  a	  wide	  berth	  between	  their	  bodies.	  	  	   “It’s	  in	  the	  newsletter,	  you	  know.	  Late-­‐night	  pool	  parties,	  every	  other	  month.”	  	   “I	  don’t	  read	  the	  newsletter.”	  	   “Well,”	  she	  said.	  “There	  you	  go.”	  She	  gripped	  the	  glass	  between	  her	  two	  palms,	  as	  if	  to	  hold	  it	  still,	  and	  took	  a	  sip.	  Her	  face	  contorted	  again.	  “Do	  you	  work?”	  	   “Yes.	  Well,	  no.	  Not	  right	  now.	  I’m	  on	  a	  hiatus.”	  	   “A	  hiatus	  from	  what?”	  	   “I	  work	  for	  an	  engineering	  company.”	  	   “So	  you’re	  an	  engineer?”	  	   “Well,	  no.	  I	  work	  with	  people	  who	  write	  proposals,	  bids	  for	  contracts.	  That	  sort	  of	  stuff.”	  	   “Oh,	  so	  you	  write	  the	  proposals.”	  	   “No,”	  Dan	  said,	  massaging	  his	  forehead	  with	  the	  bottom	  of	  his	  palm.	  “I	  help	  the	  people	  who	  write	  the	  proposals.	  Editing.	  I’m	  a	  copyeditor.”	  	   “And	  they	  fired	  you?”	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   “They	  told	  me	  to	  take	  a	  few	  weeks	  off.	  It’s	  a	  quiet	  month	  for	  the	  company.	  And	  they	  said	  my	  mood	  has	  been	  detracting	  from	  the	  ideal	  workplace	  atmosphere.”	  	   “They	  said	  that?”	  	   “They	  did.”	  	   “So	  it’s	  like	  you’re	  on	  a	  break,	  instead	  of	  a	  breakup.”	  She	  paused,	  considering	  this.	  “Like,	  with	  everything.”	  	   Dan	  wilted.	  	   “So	  what	  are	  you	  doing	  all	  day?”	  	   He	  shrugged.	  “I	  don’t	  know.	  Things.”	  	   “God,	  you’re	  just	  rotting	  away	  in	  here,	  aren’t	  you?	  You’re	  going	  mad.”	  She	  seemed	  to	  perk	  up	  suddenly.	  “That’s	  so	  bad,	  though.	  You	  need	  to	  do	  something.	  You	  need	  a	  project,	  or	  something,	  right?”	  	   “What	  do	  you	  mean,	  a	  project?”	  	   “You	  could	  volunteer.	  Or	  start	  making	  jewelry!	  Have	  you	  been	  going	  to	  the	  gym?”	  	   “What?	  No.”	  	   “We	  all	  need	  exercise,”	  she	  said,	  quietly	  but	  matter-­‐of-­‐factly.	  “Every	  Tuesday	  is	  Smoothie	  Tuesday	  at	  the	  gym.”	  	   “Yes.”	  	   “It’s	  in	  the	  newsletter.”	  	   He	  buried	  his	  face	  in	  his	  hands.	  A	  silence	  stretched	  between	  them,	  a	  near-­‐tangible	  wall	  through	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  couch.	  It	  was	  as	  if	  they	  both	  remembered	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they	  were	  strangers,	  and	  it	  was	  late,	  and	  it	  is	  sometimes	  uncomfortable	  to	  be	  around	  strangers	  at	  night.	  The	  tension	  swelled,	  peaked,	  and	  then	  Lucy	  burped.	  	  	   “Cute,”	  Dan	  said.	  	   “Shut	  up.”	  	   But	  they	  both	  breathed,	  and	  found	  that	  they	  speak	  again,	  about	  school	  and	  Turner	  and	  scotch	  and	  everything.	  	   “My	  mom	  likes	  to	  buy	  cheap	  prints	  of	  all	  these	  famous	  paintings,”	  she	  told	  him.	  “From	  some	  website.	  She	  tacks	  them	  onto	  the	  wall	  and	  they’re	  always	  crooked.	  She	  thinks	  it	  makes	  our	  house	  classy.	  I	  make	  fun	  of	  her	  for	  it,	  but	  I	  think	  that’s	  what	  got	  me	  into	  art,	  growing	  up.	  All	  of	  those	  crooked	  masterpieces.”	  	   “Well,	  it	  makes	  me	  feel	  classy,”	  Dan	  said.	  “To	  have	  famous	  paintings	  on	  the	  wall.”	  	   “I	  bet	  you	  sit	  here	  with	  your	  scotch	  and	  just	  look	  at	  them.”	  	   “Most	  nights.”	  	   “Does	  it	  make	  you	  feel	  all	  grown	  up?”	  	   “Almost,”	  he	  said.	  	   They	  talked	  for	  a	  long	  time,	  until	  it	  got	  late	  and	  the	  party	  quieted	  down	  outside	  and	  they	  knew	  that	  even	  the	  drunks	  had	  gone	  to	  bed.	  	   “I	  think	  you	  missed	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  party,”	  Dan	  said.	  	   “Parties	  bore	  me.”	  	  The	  air	  conditioning	  unit	  cut	  off	  and	  the	  pleasant	  hum	  was	  understood	  only	  by	  its	  sudden	  absence.	  Dan	  felt	  noisy	  when	  he	  breathed	  or	  shifted	  his	  weight	  on	  the	  couch.	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   “So	  what	  happened	  with	  you	  and	  your	  wife?”	  Lucy	  said,	  finally.	  	  	   “She’s	  mad.	  She	  thinks	  I	  cheated	  on	  her,	  so	  she	  kicked	  me	  out.”	  	  	   “That’s	  tough,”	  she	  said.	  She	  stared	  at	  the	  ceiling,	  lightly	  kicking	  her	  feet.	  “My	  parents	  are	  divorced.”	  	   Dan	  looked	  at	  her	  face.	  Her	  cheeks	  were	  a	  little	  flushed,	  though	  from	  the	  drink	  or	  the	  confession,	  he	  couldn’t	  say.	  “That’s	  tough.”	  	   She	  brought	  her	  knees	  together	  and	  placed	  one	  foot	  atop	  the	  other.	  There	  was	  a	  stain	  of	  pool	  water	  underneath	  her,	  turning	  the	  dark	  brown	  fabric	  of	  the	  couch	  a	  little	  darker.	  “Did	  you?”	  she	  said.	  	   “What?”	  	   “Cheat	  on	  your	  wife.”	  	   “No.”	  Dan	  closed	  his	  eyes	  and	  leaned	  his	  head	  back.	  He	  grabbed	  and	  shook	  his	  near-­‐empty	  glass	  so	  that	  the	  few	  remaining	  bits	  of	  ice	  clinked	  against	  each	  other.	  “But	  you	  know	  what?	  I	  sort	  of	  wish	  I	  had.	  If	  only	  so	  I	  felt	  like	  this	  punishment	  was	  justified.	  I	  could	  accept	  that,	  I	  think.”	  	   “You	  don’t	  mean	  that.”	  	   “You	  don’t	  know	  what	  I	  mean.”	  He	  set	  down	  his	  glass	  on	  the	  end	  table,	  suddenly.	  “Why	  did	  you	  come	  up	  here?”	  	   “Why	  did	  you	  offer	  me	  a	  drink?”	  she	  said,	  and	  shrugged.	  “I	  felt	  sorry	  for	  you,	  I	  guess.	  And	  I	  thought	  you	  were	  mysterious.	  And	  attractive.	  And	  twenty-­‐four,	  max.”	  	   “People	  don’t	  come	  up	  here.	  I	  really	  haven’t	  seen	  anyone	  in	  days.	  I	  don’t	  know	  what	  I’m	  doing.”	  	   “It’s	  fine.	  You’re	  fine.”	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   “I	  miss	  this.	  I	  miss	  college,	  this	  age	  you’re	  at.	  I	  miss	  being	  nineteen	  or	  twenty.	  I	  had	  a	  girlfriend	  in	  college.	  She	  looked	  sort	  of	  like	  you.	  She	  had	  bright	  red	  hair.	  She	  was	  very	  pretty.”	  	   “God,	  you’re	  going	  to	  try	  to	  kiss	  me	  or	  something,	  aren’t	  you?”	  	   “I	  don’t	  know.	  I’m	  sorry.”	  	   “Don’t	  say	  that.”	  	  	   “Would	  that	  be	  okay,	  though?”	  	  	   She	  sat	  upright,	  patient,	  and	  after	  a	  few	  false	  starts	  he	  kissed	  her.	  They	  fell	  back	  against	  the	  couch	  and	  he	  was	  overtaken	  by	  the	  smell	  of	  chlorine	  in	  her	  skin,	  and	  for	  a	  moment	  Dan	  truly	  felt	  nineteen	  again,	  the	  remembrance	  of	  a	  kind	  of	  vitality	  that	  had	  decayed	  so	  slowly	  over	  the	  years	  that	  he	  had	  hardly	  noticed	  its	  passing.	  He	  felt	  compact	  and	  tense	  like	  he	  was	  composed	  only	  of	  essentials,	  and	  he	  thought	  that	  he	  could	  whisper	  sweet	  things,	  or	  fall	  in	  love.	  His	  fingers	  were	  shaking	  and	  he	  wanted	  to	  hold	  her	  close.	  But	  then	  he	  pulled	  away	  from	  the	  kiss	  and	  buried	  his	  face	  between	  her	  neck	  and	  the	  back	  of	  the	  couch,	  a	  small,	  dark	  place.	  	  	   “You	  wouldn’t	  mean	  it,”	  she	  said.	  “And	  I’m	  twenty-­‐two.	  I	  miss	  being	  nineteen,	  too.	  I’m	  scared	  to	  graduate.	  I	  don’t	  want	  to	  find	  a	  job.	  I	  see	  freshmen	  and	  I	  want	  to	  trade	  places.	  But	  we’re	  all	  growing	  up.	  Every	  second,	  you	  know?”	  	   “This	  is	  the	  part	  where	  you	  leave	  me	  here	  to	  rethink	  my	  life,	  isn’t	  it?”	  	   “Shouldn’t	  I?”	  	   “No.	  Or,	  not	  yet,	  at	  least.”	  Dan	  stood	  and	  set	  his	  phone	  down	  on	  the	  coffee	  table.	  He	  offered	  her	  a	  hand	  and	  she	  accepted	  it.	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   He	  led	  her	  out	  of	  the	  apartment	  and	  downstairs	  to	  the	  now-­‐empty	  pool.	  They	  stood	  hand-­‐in-­‐hand	  at	  the	  edge	  and	  stared	  at	  the	  water.	  A	  few	  empty	  beer	  cans	  floated	  by,	  along	  with	  a	  flip-­‐flop.	  The	  speakers	  and	  the	  waterslide	  were	  gone	  but	  the	  mess	  was	  still	  there.	  	   “What?”	  she	  said.	  “Are	  we	  going	  swimming?”	  	   “I’m	  going	  to	  jump	  in,”	  he	  said.	  “I	  think.”	  	   “I	  can	  push	  you.	  If	  you	  want.”	  	   But	  Dan	  jumped	  of	  his	  own	  accord,	  pulling	  her	  along	  with	  him.	  Their	  hands	  separated	  as	  they	  submerged.	  Dan	  winced	  his	  eyes	  shut	  as	  he	  somersaulted	  underwater	  and	  he	  couldn’t	  tell	  which	  way	  was	  up.	  But	  his	  body	  rose	  and	  he	  opened	  his	  eyes	  as	  his	  head	  broke	  the	  water’s	  surface.	  His	  nose	  burned	  and	  soaked	  hair	  clumped	  over	  his	  forehead.	  Lucy	  was	  staring	  at	  him	  from	  a	  couple	  yards	  away,	  bobbing	  up	  and	  down	  in	  the	  water.	  	   “You’re	  wearing	  your	  nice	  clothes,”	  she	  said.	  	   “Oh,”	  he	  said,	  looking	  down	  and	  realizing	  that	  this	  was	  the	  case.	  	   She	  laughed.	  	   “This	  pool	  is	  disgusting,”	  he	  said.	  “I	  think	  somebody	  peed	  in	  here.”	  	   “Probably,”	  she	  said.	  	   “I	  wonder	  what	  time	  it	  is.	  I	  wonder	  if	  the	  sun	  is	  going	  to	  rise.”	  	   “I	  don’t	  know,”	  she	  said.	  “We’ll	  have	  to	  wait	  and	  see.”	  	   “I	  used	  to	  be	  really	  good	  at	  floating	  on	  my	  back.”	  	  	   “We	  should	  have	  a	  contest.”	  
	   33	  
	   So	  they	  both	  floated	  on	  their	  backs,	  Lucy	  in	  her	  Myrtle	  Beach	  T-­‐shirt	  and	  Dan	  in	  his	  dress	  shirt	  and	  pants,	  and	  they	  looked	  up	  at	  the	  sky	  and	  spoke	  to	  each	  other	  across	  the	  pool.	  	   “What’s	  on	  the	  agenda	  for	  tomorrow?”	  she	  said.	  “More	  of	  the	  same?”	  	   “Maybe	  I’ll	  find	  a	  project.	  Or	  maybe	  I’ll	  just	  read	  the	  community	  newsletter.”	  He	  kicked	  his	  feet	  lightly.	  “And	  I	  suspect	  one	  of	  these	  days	  soon,	  I’ll	  have	  to	  grow	  up.	  For	  real	  this	  time.”	  	   “Don’t	  say	  that,”	  she	  said.	  “I	  have	  nightmares	  about	  that.”	  	   They	  kept	  floating	  until	  they	  bumped	  into	  each	  other,	  and	  then	  they	  laughed	  all	  the	  breath	  out,	  and	  they	  both	  lost	  the	  contest.	  And	  their	  bodies	  sank	  down	  until	  their	  toes	  made	  contact	  with	  the	  concrete	  underfoot.	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   Angels	  Ministry	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   I	  loved	  church	  when	  I	  was	  a	  child.	  My	  mother	  used	  to	  dress	  me	  up	  in	  my	  Sunday	  best	  and	  take	  me	  to	  this	  old,	  brick	  church	  at	  the	  top	  of	  a	  hill.	  I	  never	  heard	  any	  of	  the	  sermons,	  not	  really.	  My	  mother	  used	  to	  let	  me	  nap	  during	  service,	  lying	  across	  the	  length	  of	  the	  pew	  with	  my	  head	  in	  her	  lap	  as	  the	  musty	  scent	  of	  her	  old	  blue	  dress	  drugged	  me	  to	  sleep.	  But	  before	  and	  after	  service	  she	  would	  show	  me	  off	  to	  her	  friends,	  and	  they	  would	  tell	  me	  I	  was	  handsome,	  that	  I	  would	  “grow	  up	  to	  be	  a	  heartbreaker.”	  Those	  words	  came	  back	  to	  me	  like	  a	  sad	  refrain	  thirty	  years	  later	  as	  I	  sat	  beside	  my	  wife	  Jane	  in	  one	  of	  the	  aisles	  of	  folding	  chairs	  at	  Angels	  Ministry,	  a	  very	  different	  sort	  of	  church.	  A	  highly	  unusual	  sort	  of	  church.	  With	  its	  sparse	  white	  walls	  and	  perfectly	  square	  rooms,	  Angels	  Ministry	  looked	  more	  like	  a	  modern	  art	  galley	  than	  a	  place	  of	  worship.	  But	  aside	  from	  a	  painting	  of	  Christ	  with	  a	  six-­‐pack	  and	  windswept	  hair,	  the	  art	  was	  the	  congregation	  itself	  –	  a	  collection	  of	  non-­‐denominational	  Christians	  so	  overwhelmingly	  attractive	  that	  it’s	  hard	  to	  believe	  they	  all	  could	  have	  lived	  in	  the	  same	  city.	  As	  I	  looked	  around	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at	  the	  congregation,	  I	  wondered	  who	  my	  mother	  would	  show	  me	  off	  to,	  if	  she	  was	  still	  alive.	  I	  had	  found	  the	  cult	  of	  the	  beautiful	  people	  and	  I	  was	  no	  longer	  special	  –	  and,	  in	  my	  late	  thirties,	  I	  was	  no	  longer	  all	  that	  beautiful,	  either.	  “Jane?”	  I	  whispered.	  “Jane,	  do	  I	  look	  alright	  today?”	  	  But	  my	  wife’s	  attention	  was	  devoted	  wholly	  to	  Pastor	  Tom,	  our	  spiritual	  and	  aesthetic	  leader,	  who	  sauntered	  around	  the	  stage	  with	  a	  wireless	  microphone	  in	  lieu	  of	  a	  pulpit.	  She	  either	  tuned	  me	  out	  or	  just	  chose	  not	  to	  respond,	  I	  could	  never	  tell.	  	  Jane	  and	  I	  had	  met	  in	  college,	  when	  we	  were	  both	  models	  for	  a	  preppy	  clothing	  retailer.	  Our	  shared	  vanity	  and	  mutual	  attraction	  had	  been	  the	  sole	  foundation	  of	  our	  marriage,	  and	  so	  it	  came	  as	  a	  surprise	  to	  us	  both,	  I	  think,	  when	  the	  years	  actually	  threatened	  to	  age	  us.	  When	  we	  heard	  about	  Angels,	  it	  was	  a	  call	  to	  action.	  	  We	  bought	  new	  wardrobes,	  black,	  slimming	  clothes.	  We	  used	  every	  moment	  of	  sitting	  as	  an	  opportunity	  to	  do	  butt	  clenches.	  I	  trimmed	  my	  nose	  hairs	  and	  covered	  facial	  blemishes	  with	  Jane’s	  make-­‐up	  before	  attending	  service,	  while	  she	  sequestered	  herself	  in	  our	  bathroom	  for	  a	  two-­‐hour	  make-­‐up	  and	  hair	  process	  that	  remains	  a	  mystery	  to	  me	  yet.	  We	  pulled	  ourselves	  together,	  we	  carried	  on.	  And	  maybe,	  I	  thought,	  if	  we	  could	  only	  be	  good-­‐looking	  enough	  for	  Angels	  Ministry,	  maybe	  we	  could	  be	  good-­‐looking	  enough	  to	  save	  our	  marriage.	  	  	   When	  we	  had	  finished	  getting	  ready	  each	  Sunday	  morning,	  we	  would	  sit	  down	  stiffly	  across	  from	  each	  other	  for	  breakfast	  at	  the	  kitchen	  table.	  “Can	  you	  pass	  the	  toast?”	  I	  would	  say,	  weakly,	  because	  they	  were	  the	  first	  words	  I	  spoke	  after	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waking.	  She	  would	  comply	  with	  short,	  cautious	  movements.	  Sometimes	  I	  would	  follow	  this	  up	  with,	  “Do	  we	  have	  any	  butter?”	  	   And	  she	  would	  say,	  “We	  haven’t	  had	  butter	  in	  two	  years.	  But	  we	  have	  low	  fat	  margarine.”	  	   My	  journey	  to	  retrieve	  the	  butter	  substitute	  from	  the	  fridge	  was	  steady	  and	  calculated.	  Sometimes	  it	  was	  moldy	  and	  Jane	  and	  I	  would	  frown,	  but	  only	  slightly,	  and	  we	  recovered.	  	   We	  were	  afraid,	  I	  guess,	  of	  some	  kind	  of	  break	  down.	  Like	  if	  we	  frowned	  too	  much,	  we	  might	  get	  wrinkles	  around	  our	  mouths.	  If	  I	  stood	  up	  too	  quickly,	  my	  slim-­‐fit	  button-­‐down	  shirt	  might	  pull	  out	  from	  the	  back	  of	  my	  pants	  and	  crinkle.	  If	  I	  ate	  real	  butter,	  my	  stomach	  might	  start	  to	  push	  against	  my	  slim-­‐fit	  button-­‐down	  shirt,	  resulting	  in	  a	  distasteful	  bulge.	  And	  if	  I	  politely	  asked	  my	  wife	  if	  she	  was	  sleeping	  with	  Pastor	  Tom,	  the	  words	  would	  make	  me	  ugly,	  or	  the	  truth	  would	  make	  her	  ugly.	  And	  the	  ensuing	  conflict	  might	  make	  us	  late	  for	  service,	  to	  which	  Jane	  was	  thoroughly	  opposed.	  	  	  	  	   It	  was	  inevitable,	  I	  think.	  A	  thousand	  gorgeous	  people	  in	  a	  room	  together,	  whatever	  the	  function,	  is	  bound	  to	  produce	  a	  few	  extramarital	  affairs.	  It	  was	  like	  a	  key	  party.	  Except	  I	  didn’t	  get	  anyone	  else’s	  wife.	  	  	   In	  Jane’s	  defense,	  Pastor	  Tom	  wasn’t	  your	  run-­‐of-­‐the-­‐mill	  pastor.	  If	  the	  congregation	  was	  beautiful,	  Pastor	  Tom	  was	  divine.	  His	  face	  was	  a	  case	  study	  in	  perfect	  proportion.	  His	  teeth	  were	  Prince	  Charming	  white,	  his	  hair	  was	  feathery	  but	  always	  impeccably	  styled.	  He	  wore	  tailored	  dress	  shirts	  that	  just	  hinted	  at	  razor-­‐
	   37	  
sharp	  nipples.	  He	  rolled	  up	  the	  cuffs	  of	  his	  sleeves	  and	  the	  sight	  of	  his	  forearms	  alone	  made	  women	  –	  and	  men	  –	  swoon.	  He	  was	  just	  over	  six	  feet	  tall,	  I	  guessed,	  and	  thirty-­‐five,	  max.	  He	  was	  our	  king,	  our	  inspiration,	  and	  I	  hated	  him	  almost	  as	  much	  as	  I	  admired	  him.	  	   It	  began	  as	  a	  flirtation	  between	  the	  two	  of	  them,	  expressed	  subversively	  at	  the	  church	  picnic	  or	  our	  small	  group	  Bible	  study,	  furtive	  glances	  and	  smiles.	  	  “What	  a	  blessing,”	  she	  said	  to	  me	  as	  we	  left	  service	  one	  day.	  “To	  have	  such	  a	  brilliant	  pastor.	  The	  sermon	  today	  was…	  provoking.”	  	   “The	  pastor	  and	  his	  wife	  make	  a	  beautiful	  couple,”	  I	  said.	  	   “I	  suppose	  so,”	  she	  said,	  dryly.	  She	  would	  spend	  an	  hour	  or	  two	  in	  his	  vicinity	  and	  then	  have	  sex	  with	  me	  as	  soon	  as	  we	  got	  home,	  with	  her	  eyes	  open,	  lifeless.	  And	  even	  as	  we	  had	  more	  sex	  than	  ever,	  I	  knew	  something	  was	  wrong,	  that	  the	  rift	  that	  had	  been	  growing	  since	  our	  wedding	  day	  was	  suddenly	  a	  chasm	  and	  I	  couldn’t	  really	  fathom	  it.	  	  	   I	  guessed	  that	  she	  had	  started	  sleeping	  with	  Pastor	  Tom	  when	  she	  stopped	  sleeping	  with	  me.	  We	  came	  home	  from	  church	  one	  morning	  and	  I	  sat	  naked	  on	  the	  bed	  before	  she	  had	  taken	  off	  her	  shoes,	  waiting	  expectantly	  but	  patiently,	  as	  a	  man	  who	  is	  confident	  in	  the	  infallibility	  of	  his	  routine.	  “Are	  you	  ready?”	  I	  said.	  “Or	  should	  we	  get	  lunch	  first?”	  But	  she	  only	  looked	  at	  me	  dully	  and	  wandered	  out	  of	  the	  bedroom	  like	  a	  fish	  moving	  to	  the	  other	  side	  of	  its	  bowl.	  When	  I	  stepped	  into	  the	  living	  room	  a	  little	  while	  later,	  I	  found	  her	  sprawled	  out	  on	  the	  couch	  like	  a	  mangled	  corpse,	  snoring.	  A	  fly	  buzzed	  around	  her	  face	  and	  occasionally	  she	  would	  swat	  at	  it.	  And	  then	  I	  started	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to	  wonder	  if	  this	  was	  her	  true	  form,	  a	  grotesqueness	  that	  only	  came	  to	  the	  surface	  when	  she	  was	  unconscious.	  	  	   “What	  are	  you	  looking	  at?”	  she	  said	  upon	  waking.	  	   “I	  don’t	  know,”	  I	  said.	  “I	  don’t	  know.”	  	   My	  suspicions	  festered,	  and	  soon	  Pastor	  Tom	  became	  my	  obsession.	  In	  a	  community	  over-­‐saturated	  with	  beauty	  he	  managed	  to	  hold	  singular	  appeal.	  If	  his	  teeth	  were	  blinding,	  I	  would	  buy	  the	  most	  advanced	  whitening	  strips	  in	  the	  world,	  the	  kind	  with	  illegal	  chemicals	  you	  can	  only	  order	  online.	  I	  would	  go	  to	  the	  gym	  each	  day	  for	  three	  hours	  instead	  of	  my	  usual	  one,	  and	  forsake	  butter	  and	  almost-­‐butter	  alike.	  I	  would	  stare	  into	  mirrors	  and	  catch	  my	  reflection	  in	  shop	  windows	  until	  I	  had	  decoded	  and	  solved	  the	  flaws	  of	  my	  face	  like	  it	  was	  a	  Rubik’s	  cube.	  	  	   Weeks	  passed	  in	  this	  way	  as	  I	  struggled	  to	  transform	  myself	  into	  something	  closer	  to	  perfect,	  but	  Jane’s	  infidelity	  only	  grew	  more	  apparent.	  She	  would	  excuse	  herself	  to	  the	  bathroom	  during	  the	  worship	  music,	  and	  only	  come	  back	  to	  her	  seat	  as	  Pastor	  Tom	  made	  a	  belated	  arrival	  to	  the	  pulpit	  for	  the	  sermon.	  She	  would	  even	  call	  him	  in	  our	  house,	  conversations	  I	  overheard	  but	  never	  spoke	  of.	  “Tell	  me	  again,”	  she	  said	  one	  day,	  her	  voice	  carrying	  to	  me	  from	  the	  bathroom.	  “The	  story	  of	  David	  and	  Bathsheba.	  You	  tell	  it…	  so	  well.”	  	  And	  though	  I	  swore	  I	  knew	  it	  all	  along,	  the	  reality	  of	  it	  was	  like	  a	  slap	  in	  the	  face.	  It	  wasn’t	  that	  I	  needed	  her	  to	  love	  me.	  I	  only	  needed	  her	  to	  tell	  me	  I	  was	  handsome	  again,	  handsome	  enough.	  It	  was	  all	  we	  ever	  had.	  	   When	  I	  couldn’t	  bear	  to	  be	  around	  Jane	  anymore	  I	  would	  walk	  to	  a	  park	  downtown.	  It	  was	  autumn	  and	  the	  park	  was	  beautiful,	  in	  a	  real	  way,	  and	  I	  would	  sit	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by	  a	  fountain	  and	  looked	  at	  the	  facades	  of	  the	  buildings	  on	  the	  next	  block.	  There	  was	  an	  old,	  old	  church	  there	  with	  sandy	  bricks	  and	  stained-­‐glass	  windows	  and	  boards	  out	  front	  proclaiming	  that	  it	  was	  still	  operational	  and	  not	  just	  a	  relic	  of	  bygone	  days.	  It	  reminded	  me	  of	  the	  church	  that	  my	  mother	  took	  me	  to	  when	  I	  was	  a	  child.	  I	  wanted	  to	  go	  inside	  and	  ask	  for	  sanctuary,	  like	  I’d	  seen	  in	  movies,	  but	  it	  didn’t	  feel	  appropriate.	  So	  I	  only	  bowed	  my	  head	  in	  the	  park	  and	  cried,	  until	  I	  saw	  passerby	  staring.	  And	  I	  wiped	  my	  eyes	  and	  wondered	  when	  I	  would	  crack.	  	   Our	  small	  group	  Bible	  study	  met	  every	  Tuesday	  evening,	  and	  consisted	  of	  ten	  members	  of	  the	  congregation,	  including	  myself	  and	  Jane,	  as	  well	  as	  Pastor	  Tom	  and	  his	  wife	  Susan.	  The	  group	  was	  hosted	  at	  each	  of	  our	  houses	  on	  a	  rotating	  basis,	  and	  when	  Jane	  and	  I	  were	  scheduled	  to	  host	  again,	  I	  awaited	  Tuesday	  evening	  with	  severe	  anxiety.	  	  “Do	  I	  look	  alright?”	  Jane	  said,	  as	  we	  got	  ready	  that	  day.	  She	  was	  wearing	  a	  thin	  blouse	  and	  a	  skirt	  that	  didn’t	  quite	  reach	  her	  knees.	  “I	  just	  want	  to	  be	  conservative	  enough.	  It’s	  a	  church	  function.”	  “Like	  Pastor	  Tom	  always	  says,	  our	  bodies	  are	  sanctuaries,”	  I	  said.	  “Not	  to	  be	  desecrated.”	  She	  scrunched	  up	  her	  face	  and	  then	  flitted	  away	  to	  finish	  her	  makeup.	  She	  knew	  that	  I	  knew	  and	  she	  didn’t	  even	  care.	  	  	  As	  the	  guests	  arrived	  that	  night,	  I	  watched	  the	  door	  like	  a	  hawk.	  I	  was	  wearing	  my	  nicest	  dress	  shirt.	  I	  was	  sucking	  in	  my	  stomach.	  I	  had	  rolled	  up	  the	  cuffs	  of	  my	  sleeves.	  I	  wasn’t	  old	  yet,	  I	  told	  myself.	  But	  when	  Pastor	  Tom	  waltzed	  in	  with	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Susan	  trailing	  behind,	  offering	  a	  wry	  smile	  to	  Jane	  and	  a	  nod	  to	  myself,	  I	  wilted.	  Jane	  looked	  at	  him	  like	  he	  was	  the	  sun,	  and	  she	  only	  wanted	  permission	  to	  orbit	  him.	  And	  I	  felt	  like	  Pluto	  after	  it	  was	  demoted.	  Peripheral,	  cold.	  	  “Your	  house	  smells	  great,”	  Pastor	  Tom	  said.	  “Like	  heaven.”	  And	  he	  laughed.	  My	  body	  tensed	  and	  I	  thought	  about	  tackling	  him	  right	  there,	  punching	  his	  face	  and	  his	  rock-­‐hard	  core	  until	  my	  fingers	  bled.	  Control,	  I	  reminded	  myself.	  It	  is	  imperative	  
to	  maintain	  control.	  	   The	  guests	  settled	  down	  in	  our	  living	  room	  and	  partook	  of	  my	  wife’s	  finger	  food	  as	  I	  slipped	  away	  to	  the	  bathroom	  and	  met	  my	  reflection	  for	  the	  fiftieth	  time	  that	  day.	  I	  was	  already	  sweating,	  stains	  in	  my	  armpits.	  My	  brow	  was	  wrinkled	  and	  there	  were	  bags	  around	  my	  eyes	  from	  lack	  of	  sleep	  the	  previous	  night.	  I	  splashed	  cold	  water	  on	  my	  face	  and	  tried	  to	  only	  think	  about	  my	  breath.	  I	  realized	  I	  had	  missed	  a	  spot	  while	  shaving,	  dammit,	  rookie	  mistake.	  I	  tried	  to	  find	  myself	  in	  my	  face,	  the	  idea	  of	  myself	  before	  Jane	  and	  Angels	  Ministry,	  and	  I	  couldn’t.	  My	  mother	  would	  be	  ashamed	  of	  me,	  I	  thought.	  But	  her	  church	  friends	  were	  wrong.	  I	  wasn’t,	  would	  never	  be,	  a	  heartbreaker.	  	   I	  returned	  to	  the	  living	  room	  and	  took	  an	  obligatory	  seat	  next	  to	  my	  wife.	  “To	  begin	  our	  discussion	  on	  the	  evils	  of	  vanity,	  let’s	  turn	  to	  Ecclesiastes,	  Chapter	  11,”	  Pastor	  Tom	  said.	  	   “Of	  course,”	  Jane	  said.	  “A	  lovely	  selection.”	  This	  sentiment	  was	  echoed	  by	  the	  other	  women	  in	  the	  room	  like	  a	  chorus.	  	  “Rejoice,	  young	  man,	  in	  your	  youth,”	  he	  began,	  his	  voice	  like	  musk	  and	  honey	  and	  sex,	  but	  I	  hardly	  heard	  the	  words.	  It	  only	  sounded	  like	  Pastor	  Tom	  seducing	  my	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wife,	  right	  there	  in	  front	  of	  everyone.	  I	  stared	  at	  his	  face	  and	  scrutinized	  every	  feature	  like	  he	  was	  a	  Greek	  marble,	  recently	  salvaged.	  How	  could	  he	  be	  so	  novel	  and	  so	  classic	  at	  the	  same	  time?	  So	  stoic	  yet	  so	  good-­‐natured?	  How	  could	  I	  defeat	  him,	  how	  could	  I	  become	  him?	  “Let	  your	  heart	  cheer	  you	  in	  the	  days	  of	  your	  youth.”	  And	  my	  wife,	  she	  was	  practically	  drooling.	  She	  clenched	  her	  knees	  with	  her	  hands	  until	  I	  thought	  her	  fake	  nails	  would	  draw	  blood.	  For	  every	  verse	  he	  read,	  she	  exhaled	  deeply,	  audibly.	  	  “Walk	  in	  the	  ways	  of	  your	  heart	  and	  the	  sight	  of	  your	  eyes.”	  I	  sweated	  more	  profusely.	  I	  tried	  to	  look	  at	  my	  Bible,	  God	  save	  me,	  and	  couldn’t	  get	  the	  words	  to	  focus.	  Everything	  was	  a	  little	  blurry.	  	  “Remove	  vexation	  from	  your	  heart.”	  The	  collar	  of	  my	  shirt	  was	  too	  tight,	  I	  was	  choking.	  I	  struggled	  with	  it,	  trying	  to	  give	  myself	  enough	  room	  to	  breathe.	  It	  was	  too	  hot	  in	  the	  room,	  far	  too	  hot.	  	  “Put	  away	  pain	  from	  your	  body.”	  A	  clock	  ticked	  away	  on	  the	  mantelpiece.	  The	  ice	  machine	  in	  the	  fridge	  crackled.	  I	  shifted	  in	  my	  seat	  and	  wondered	  if	  I	  was	  melting.	  	  “For	  youth	  and	  the	  dawn	  of	  life	  are	  vanity!”	  Jane	  looked	  at	  me	  and	  frowned.	  And	  as	  Pastor	  Tom	  asked	  us	  to	  bow	  our	  heads	  in	  prayer,	  she	  leaned	  towards	  me	  and	  whispered,	  “You	  look	  like	  a	  mess,	  honey.	  Maybe	  you	  should	  go	  clean	  up.”	  For	  one	  horrible	  moment	  I	  saw	  myself	  through	  her	  eyes,	  and	  I	  knew	  I	  would	  feel	  ugly	  as	  long	  as	  she	  looked	  at	  me.	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“Honey,”	  I	  said.	  “You’re	  hideous.”	  Pastor	  Tom	  began	  the	  prayer	  and	  then	  faltered,	  opening	  his	  eyes	  and	  staring	  at	  me	  along	  with	  everyone	  else	  in	  the	  room.	  The	  ice	  machine	  crackled	  again,	  the	  clock	  ticked.	  	  “What	  did	  you	  just	  say?”	  Jane	  said.	  	  “You’re	  so	  ugly,”	  I	  said.	  As	  her	  hands	  went	  reflexively	  to	  fix	  her	  hair,	  I	  added,	  “Your	  soul,	  I	  mean.	  But	  it’s	  like	  all	  that	  bad	  stuff	  inside	  of	  you	  is	  leaking	  out,	  and	  it’s	  written	  all	  over	  your	  face.	  I	  can’t	  even	  see	  you	  anymore,	  I	  don’t	  know	  if	  you’re	  pretty.	  Because	  you’re	  so	  ugly,	  to	  me.”	  I	  looked	  around	  the	  room	  at	  each	  face	  in	  turn.	  “You’re	  all	  horrible	  people.	  I’m	  horrible,	  too.	  A	  discussion	  on	  the	  evils	  of	  vanity?	  Really?	  Half	  the	  time	  I	  don’t	  know	  if	  we’re	  joking	  or	  not.”	  	   “What	  on	  earth	  and	  heaven,”	  my	  wife	  seethed.	  	   Pastor	  Tom	  coughed.	  “Perhaps	  we	  should	  all	  take	  a	  moment…”	  he	  began.	  	   “Don’t	  get	  me	  wrong,	  Jane,	  I’m	  worried	  about	  my	  soul,	  too,”	  I	  said.	  “But	  Christ,	  at	  least	  I’m	  not	  sleeping	  with	  the	  minister.	  There’s	  got	  to	  be	  some	  kind	  of	  clause	  in	  the	  Bible	  about	  this,	  really.	  Matthew,	  maybe?	  Philippians?	  Can	  somebody	  check	  on	  this?”	  	  	   My	  voice	  was	  strong	  and	  it	  surprised	  me.	  I	  felt	  a	  kind	  of	  authority	  I	  had	  never	  before	  known,	  like	  a	  king,	  dictating	  to	  his	  people.	  Beads	  of	  sweat	  dripped	  from	  my	  nose	  and	  I	  didn’t	  even	  care.	  One	  man	  in	  our	  small	  group	  began	  flipping	  through	  his	  Bible	  as	  if	  to	  find	  a	  passage	  on	  adultery	  for	  me,	  to	  satisfy	  me.	  I	  stood	  there	  sad	  but	  glorious	  as	  my	  wife’s	  tears	  and	  the	  pastor’s	  darting	  eyes	  seemed	  to	  confirm	  my	  accusation	  for	  everyone	  present.	  And	  then	  my	  kingdom	  fell	  into	  chaos.	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   “Son	  of	  a	  bitch!”	  another	  wife	  said,	  glaring	  at	  Pastor	  Tom	  and	  pointing	  a	  raked	  finger	  at	  my	  now	  convulsing	  wife.	  “How	  many	  times	  did	  you	  tell	  me	  you	  weren’t	  sleeping	  with	  anyone	  else!”	  She	  looked	  at	  Susan,	  as	  if	  an	  afterthought.	  “Well,	  besides	  your	  wife.”	  	   It	  was	  shortly	  revealed	  that	  Pastor	  Tom	  had	  engaged	  in	  some	  kind	  of	  sexual	  activity	  with	  four	  out	  of	  the	  five	  women	  in	  our	  group;	  these	  women,	  including	  my	  wife	  Jane	  and	  the	  pastor’s	  mortified	  wife	  Susan,	  were	  then	  all	  on	  their	  feet,	  yelling	  and	  accusing	  and	  weeping.	  And	  their	  husbands	  did	  much	  the	  same	  as	  the	  wives,	  and	  all	  their	  pained	  voices	  were	  a	  terrible	  racket.	  Soon	  even	  the	  woman	  who	  hadn’t	  slept	  with	  Tom	  got	  fired	  up.	  “I	  would	  have	  done	  anything	  for	  you!”	  she	  said.	  “And	  you	  gave	  me	  nothing!”	  As	  I	  watched,	  I	  was	  concerned	  they	  might	  all	  develop	  stress	  lines.	  I	  wanted	  to	  remind	  them	  to	  be	  careful	  lest	  they	  should	  have	  to	  relocate	  to	  a	  different	  church.	  Angels	  Ministry	  is	  highly	  selective,	  you	  know,	  like	  Hooters	  or	  the	  Olympics.	  	  I	  slipped	  away	  quietly,	  only	  stopping	  to	  look	  back	  once	  before	  I	  climbed	  the	  stairs.	  From	  where	  I	  stood,	  the	  scene	  looked	  like	  some	  kind	  of	  violent	  orgy	  –	  which	  I	  guess,	  in	  some	  ways,	  it	  was.	  	  	  	  	   News	  of	  pervasive	  adultery	  spread	  through	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  congregation	  like	  wildfire.	  Around	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  youth	  minister	  was	  arrested	  for	  selling	  drugs	  to	  some	  of	  the	  teenagers,	  and	  another	  woman	  was	  discovered	  to	  be	  tied	  up	  in	  some	  kind	  of	  art	  theft	  business.	  Angels	  Ministry	  tried	  to	  persevere,	  but	  the	  damage	  had	  been	  done,	  and	  the	  church	  couldn’t	  survive	  the	  fallout.	  The	  debacle	  received	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coverage	  in	  the	  city	  paper	  with	  the	  headline,	  “Fallen	  Angels:	  Local	  Church	  Implodes	  with	  Sex,	  Drugs	  &	  Art	  Scandal.”	  I	  was	  asked	  for	  an	  interview	  but	  politely	  declined.	  	  	   Now	  the	  building	  is	  boarded	  up	  and	  empty.	  Sometimes	  I	  drive	  out	  there	  on	  my	  lunch	  break,	  and	  eat	  my	  sandwich	  on	  a	  bench	  across	  the	  road,	  and	  just	  look	  at	  it.	  Something	  pleases	  me	  about	  it,	  in	  a	  sad	  way.	  I	  suppose	  it	  just	  looks	  like	  what	  it	  really	  was	  all	  along,	  something	  hollow	  and	  lonely.	  	  	   A	  few	  days	  after	  that	  last	  small	  group,	  I	  greeted	  Jane	  at	  the	  breakfast	  table	  with	  the	  paperwork	  and	  an	  attorney.	  She	  half-­‐heartedly	  asked	  for	  my	  forgiveness.	  “Thank	  you,	  but	  that’s	  hardly	  the	  point,”	  I	  told	  her.	  “We	  hate	  each	  other.”	  	   “Divorce	  is	  a	  sin,”	  she	  said.	  	   “Maybe	  so,”	  I	  said,	  and	  the	  attorney	  told	  her	  where	  to	  sign.	  	  	   I	  don’t	  know	  what	  happened	  to	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  congregation,	  besides	  those	  who	  were	  arrested.	  Maybe	  they	  moved	  to	  other	  churches	  and	  began	  the	  journey	  of	  assimilation	  into	  the	  ranks	  of	  regular-­‐looking	  people.	  	  Myself,	  I	  didn’t	  feel	  very	  motivated	  to	  find	  a	  new	  spiritual	  home	  immediately,	  if	  I	  had	  ever	  really	  had	  a	  spiritual	  home.	  But	  thoughts	  of	  my	  mother	  brought	  me	  back	  to	  that	  old	  church	  at	  the	  corner	  of	  the	  park.	  It	  was	  left	  open	  most	  afternoons	  for	  private	  worship,	  and	  as	  the	  winter	  settled	  in,	  I	  would	  sometimes	  go	  inside	  and	  take	  a	  seat	  at	  the	  back.	  It	  always	  felt	  warm	  after	  being	  in	  the	  snow.	  Out	  of	  habit	  I	  would	  try	  to	  catch	  my	  reflection	  in	  the	  stained	  glass	  windows,	  but	  I	  could	  only	  see	  prisms	  of	  color.	  And	  it	  was	  beautiful.	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   Stars	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   I	  tossed	  and	  turned	  for	  a	  few	  hours,	  until	  it	  was	  late	  in	  the	  night	  and	  everything	  was	  quiet	  and	  I	  felt	  weird	  being	  awake,	  and	  then	  I	  poked	  Marissa	  who	  was	  lying	  beside	  me,	  snoring	  gently.	  And	  she	  sort	  of	  grunted	  but	  didn’t	  really	  wake	  up,	  so	  I	  poked	  her	  again,	  and	  then	  again.	  Her	  eyes	  flickered	  open.	  	  “Hi,”	  I	  said.	  	   “Hi,”	  she	  said.	  	   “Are	  you	  awake?”	  	   “You	  just	  poked	  me.”	  	   “Oh,”	  I	  said.	  “Yes.”	  	  She	  closed	  her	  eyes	  and	  I	  feared	  I	  had	  lost	  her.	  	  “I	  looked	  at	  the	  stars	  a	  few	  nights	  ago.	  When	  I	  was	  waiting	  for	  the	  bus.”	  	   “Mmm,”	  she	  said,	  burrowing	  a	  little	  deeper	  into	  the	  pillow.	  	   I	  was	  lying	  on	  my	  side,	  propped	  on	  an	  elbow.	  I	  poked	  her	  again,	  until	  she	  looked	  at	  me.	  “I	  mean,	  I	  really	  looked	  at	  the	  stars.”	  	   She	  rubbed	  her	  eyes.	  “What	  time	  is	  it?”	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   There	  was	  a	  clock	  on	  the	  nightstand	  but	  it	  was	  broken.	  It	  ticked	  erratically,	  the	  hands	  all	  chasing	  each	  other	  endlessly	  around	  the	  face.	  It	  was	  anarchy.	  “Three.	  Four.	  I	  don’t	  know.	  Listen,	  what	  do	  you	  think	  about	  the	  stars?”	  	   “What	  are	  you	  talking	  about?”	  	   “It’s	  just,	  I’ve	  looked	  at	  the	  stars	  before,	  like	  growing	  up	  and	  stuff.	  And	  I	  knew	  what	  they	  were,	  I	  learned	  in	  elementary	  school.	  But	  still,	  I	  always	  sort	  of	  thought	  they	  were	  just	  like	  Christmas	  lights.	  Decorative,	  you	  know?	  Dismissible,	  I	  guess.”	  	   “Okay,”	  she	  said.	  A	  car	  passed	  by	  on	  the	  street	  outside,	  and	  for	  a	  moment	  the	  headlights	  filtered	  through	  the	  half-­‐open	  blinds	  and	  the	  room	  was	  striped	  with	  light.	  	   “But	  the	  other	  night,	  I	  looked	  at	  them,	  and	  it	  was	  like	  I	  understood.	  Or	  I	  didn’t.	  I	  don’t	  know	  how	  to	  explain	  it.	  I	  felt	  very	  small.	  I	  haven’t	  gone	  to	  work	  for	  the	  last	  couple	  days.”	  	   She	  sat	  up.	  “What?	  Why	  aren’t	  you	  going	  to	  work?”	  	   “I’m	  trying	  to	  tell	  you,	  because	  of	  the	  stars.”	  	   “What	  about	  the	  stars?”	  	   I	  moved	  my	  face	  close	  to	  hers	  and	  stretched	  my	  eyes	  big	  and	  wide.	  “We’re	  really	  small,	  Marissa,”	  I	  said,	  confidentially.	  “And	  sometimes	  now	  it’s	  like	  I	  can	  feel	  the	  Earth	  shifting	  under	  my	  feet,	  and	  it’s	  so	  fragile.	  And	  when	  they	  told	  me	  about	  God	  in	  church	  I	  imagined	  he	  was	  just	  right	  up	  there,	  like	  there	  was	  a	  layer	  of	  stars,	  and	  then	  he	  was	  right	  beyond	  that,	  a	  big	  face.”	  “So?”	  “Doesn’t	  it	  bother	  you?”	  	  	   “Doesn’t	  what	  bother	  me?”	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“The	  smallness.	  Or	  God.	  I’ve	  been	  feeling	  strange	  the	  past	  couple	  days.	  Like	  I’m	  seeing	  myself,	  going	  about	  my	  life,	  and	  it	  doesn’t	  matter	  much.	  Have	  you	  ever	  thought	  about	  our	  eyes?	  Like	  how	  they’re	  supposed	  to	  be	  the	  windows	  to	  the	  soul.	  But,	  really,	  they’re	  just	  rods	  and	  cones	  and	  stuff.	  Do	  you	  think	  about	  the	  rods	  and	  the	  cones?”	  I	  opened	  my	  eyes	  even	  a	  little	  wider,	  so	  maybe	  she	  could	  see	  the	  rods	  and	  the	  cones	  in	  my	  eyes.	  “What?	  No.”	  She	  plucked	  something	  crusty	  from	  the	  corner	  of	  her	  eye	  and	  rubbed	  it	  between	  her	  fingertips	  till	  it	  fell	  to	  the	  floor.	  	  “Everything	  is	  strange,	  Marissa.”	  	   “I	  guess.”	  She	  shifted	  her	  hand	  and	  I	  thought	  she	  would	  place	  it	  upon	  my	  own,	  but	  it	  fell	  just	  short	  of	  my	  fingers.	  	   A	  sudden	  shiver	  made	  me	  squirm	  and	  I	  realized	  I	  had	  been	  cold	  all	  night.	  “Sometimes,	  when	  I	  look	  at	  the	  skies	  or	  the	  trees	  or	  my	  reflection	  in	  the	  mirror,	  I	  want	  to	  feel	  something	  like	  wonder,	  looking	  at	  so	  much	  creation.	  But	  lately	  I’ve	  just	  felt	  frightened.	  There’s	  so	  much	  that	  we	  don’t	  understand.”	  	   Marissa	  stretched	  and	  then	  collapsed	  back	  on	  her	  pillow,	  her	  hands	  safely	  tucked	  under	  her	  face.	  “I	  don’t	  understand	  you.”	  	   On	  the	  far	  wall	  I	  saw	  a	  photograph	  of	  Marissa	  and	  I	  at	  the	  beach.	  I	  looked	  happy,	  and	  I	  tried	  to	  remember	  if	  I	  had	  really	  been	  happy,	  in	  that	  moment.	  “I	  just	  need	  some	  breathing	  room.	  I	  really	  shouldn’t	  have	  looked	  at	  the	  stars.”	  	   “Shit,”	  she	  mumbled,	  on	  the	  verge	  of	  unconsciousness.	  “I	  gotta	  take	  my	  car	  into	  the	  shop	  tomorrow.”	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I	  drummed	  my	  fingers	  against	  my	  leg	  and	  listened	  to	  a	  cricket	  outside.	  Finally	  I	  said,	  “I	  feel	  really	  alone	  sometimes.”	  But	  she	  was	  already	  snoring.	  	   It	  didn’t	  come	  as	  much	  of	  a	  surprise	  when	  we	  separated.	  It	  was	  a	  mutual	  agreement	  –	  I	  told	  her	  I	  couldn’t	  be	  with	  someone	  who	  didn’t	  think	  about	  the	  stars	  and	  she	  told	  me	  it	  “just	  wasn’t	  working	  out.”	  I	  didn’t	  blame	  her	  for	  saying	  that.	  But	  after	  we	  parted	  I	  cried	  often,	  and	  missed	  her	  a	  lot.	  And	  in	  those	  moments	  of	  grief,	  the	  stars	  seemed	  once	  again	  as	  small	  and	  inconsequential	  as	  Christmas	  lights,	  less	  distant	  than	  her	  hands	  leaving	  mine	  to	  tremble.	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   Heroes	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   Carter	  came	  home	  from	  school	  with	  a	  black	  eye.	  He	  slammed	  the	  front	  door	  and	  threw	  his	  backpack	  on	  the	  floor,	  where	  it	  would	  remain	  untouched	  all	  evening.	  He	  passed	  his	  mother	  who	  was	  sprawled	  out	  on	  the	  couch	  in	  the	  living	  room,	  and	  he	  thought	  she	  was	  asleep,	  until	  she	  twitched	  and	  said,	  “Christ,	  what	  the	  hell	  happened	  to	  you?”	  Her	  scrawny	  limbs	  were	  about	  to	  be	  swallowed	  by	  the	  couch.	  Day	  by	  day	  she	  had	  deepened	  the	  impression	  of	  her	  body	  into	  the	  loose	  leather,	  until	  it	  fit	  her	  so	  well	  that	  she	  appeared	  two-­‐dimensional	  when	  she	  laid	  there,	  an	  image	  floating	  on	  top	  of	  a	  couch,	  a	  couch-­‐woman.	  When	  she	  wasn’t	  there	  the	  couch	  held	  the	  cast,	  the	  contours,	  like	  a	  custom	  coffin	  awaiting	  her	  final	  return.	  	  	   “I	  don’t	  know	  what	  you’re	  talking	  about,”	  Carter	  said,	  flicking	  through	  the	  mail	  on	  the	  end	  table.	  “Really?	  Because	  it	  looks	  like	  someone	  beat	  the	  shit	  out	  of	  you.”	  When	  he	  didn’t	  respond,	  she	  said,	  “At	  least	  it	  matches	  the	  rest	  of	  your	  clothes	  now.	  Are	  you	  in	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some	  kind	  of	  gang	  or	  something?	  What	  the	  hell	  is	  going	  on	  with	  you	  lately?”	  	  	   “Is	  this	  all	  of	  the	  mail?”	  She	  stared	  at	  him	  dimly.	  “Mom,	  is	  this	  all	  of	  the	  mail	  that	  came	  in	  today?”	  “Who	  wants	  to	  know?”	  “Dad’s	  sending	  me	  a	  check.”	  She	  sat	  up	  suddenly.	  “You	  little	  shit.	  Don’t	  talk	  to	  me	  about	  your	  dad.”	  Her	  face,	  momentarily	  flushed	  and	  vital,	  sagged	  again	  as	  she	  collapsed	  back	  down	  on	  the	  couch.	  “He’s	  not	  going	  to	  send	  you	  anything.”	  Carter	  threw	  the	  mail	  down	  on	  the	  table.	  “There	  are	  bills	  in	  here.	  Maybe	  you	  should,	  you	  know,	  actually	  pay	  them	  this	  time.”	  “Maybe	  you	  should	  mind	  your	  own	  damn	  business.”	  She	  stood	  and	  looked	  around	  the	  room	  as	  if	  she	  had	  never	  seen	  it	  before.	  Finally	  she	  trudged	  over	  to	  her	  purse,	  which	  lay	  half-­‐spilled	  on	  the	  stained	  carpet,	  and	  pulled	  out	  a	  cigarette.	  On	  her	  way	  back	  to	  the	  couch,	  she	  stepped	  on	  a	  contorted	  Spider-­‐Man	  action	  figure	  that	  had	  been	  left	  on	  the	  floor.	  Carter	  imagined	  one	  of	  its	  plastic	  limbs	  pricking	  her	  in	  the	  bottom	  of	  the	  foot.	  He	  imagined	  it	  drawing	  blood.	  “Jesus,”	  she	  said,	  picking	  up	  the	  figure	  and	  throwing	  it	  across	  the	  room.	  “Why	  don’t	  you	  go	  tell	  Matt	  to	  pick	  up	  his	  shit.”	   “Tell	  him	  yourself,”	  Carter	  said	  through	  his	  teeth.	  Still,	  he	  picked	  up	  Spider-­‐Man	  and	  walked	  down	  the	  hall	  to	  Matt’s	  room.	  Inside,	  his	  ten-­‐year-­‐old	  brother	  Matt	  had	  the	  rest	  of	  his	  action	  figures	  spread	  out	  across	  his	  desk,	  all	  superheroes	  and	  villains.	  Carter	  deduced	  there	  was	  some	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sort	  of	  laser	  battle	  taking	  place	  between	  Iron	  Man	  and	  Jean	  Grey,	  with	  sound	  effects	  provided	  by	  Matt.	  “I	  think	  you	  left	  a	  man	  behind,”	  Carter	  said,	  dropping	  Spider-­‐Man	  into	  the	  fray.	  Matt	  oriented	  Spider-­‐Man’s	  limbs	  so	  that	  his	  pose	  was	  once	  again	  in	  the	  realm	  of	  human	  possibility,	  and	  gave	  the	  figure	  an	  affectionate	  pat,	  as	  if	  to	  say,	  sorry	  dear	  friend.	  	  But	  when	  he	  looked	  up	  at	  Carter,	  Matt’s	  face	  fell.	  “What	  happened?”	  he	  said.	  “What’s	  wrong?”	  Matt’s	  eyes	  could	  swell	  so	  large	  and	  shimmery,	  as	  if	  aging	  really	  just	  meant	  learning	  how	  to	  squint,	  or	  learning	  how	  to	  look	  dully	  at	  something,	  everything.	  	  “Nothing,”	  Carter	  said.	  “What	  happened	  to	  your	  face?”	  “I	  just	  had	  an	  accident.”	  “Did	  someone	  do	  that	  to	  you?”	  “Whatever,	  Matt,	  don’t	  worry	  about	  it.”	  “We	  should	  beat	  them	  up.	  Whoever	  did	  that	  to	  you.”	  He	  paused,	  staring	  off	  into	  space	  thoughtfully.	  “We	  need	  superheroes	  around	  here.	  Like	  real	  ones.”	  “Yeah?”	  Carter	  said.	  “That’d	  be	  cool.”	  He	  looked	  around	  Matt’s	  room.	  It	  always	  surprised	  him.	  It	  was	  the	  only	  part	  of	  the	  house	  that	  had	  remained	  constant	  through	  everything,	  a	  sort	  of	  haven.	  There	  were	  drawings	  taped	  to	  the	  walls	  and	  toys	  scattered	  on	  the	  floor	  but	  most	  of	  all	  there	  were	  comic	  books,	  comics	  everywhere,	  stacked	  against	  the	  wall,	  on	  bookshelves,	  framed	  and	  hanging	  above	  the	  blue	  wooden	  desk.	  It	  was	  a	  collection	  assembled	  through	  the	  kind	  of	  visionary,	  fervent	  devotion	  that	  only	  a	  child	  can	  muster.	  Some	  of	  them,	  Carter	  knew,	  were	  old	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and	  rare,	  and	  the	  collection	  was	  probably	  more	  valuable	  than	  anything	  else	  in	  the	  house.	  Their	  mother	  would	  have	  sold	  it	  by	  now,	  if	  she	  had	  any	  notion	  of	  their	  worth.	  	  “Superheroes	  only	  live	  in	  big	  cities,	  don’t	  they,	  though?”	  Carter	  said,	  picking	  up	  a	  comic	  from	  the	  nearest	  pile.	  “Or,	  you	  know,	  outer	  space.”	  Fantastic	  Four	  #211,	  October	  1979.	  The	  super-­‐team	  was	  hurtling	  through	  the	  stars,	  mouths	  agape	  in	  horror.	  Behold	  Terrax,	  the	  Tamer!	  	  	   “Yeah,”	  Matt	  said.	  “But	  it	  doesn’t	  make	  sense,	  ‘cause	  there’s	  bad	  guys	  everywhere.”	  	   “Maybe	  you	  can	  be	  a	  superhero	  when	  you	  grow	  up,”	  Carter	  said,	  placing	  the	  comic	  gently	  back	  where	  he	  had	  found	  it.	  “The	  small	  town	  superhero.”	  Matt’s	  wide	  eyes	  grew	  wider.	  Carter	  ruffled	  Matt’s	  hair	  and	  left,	  closing	  the	  door	  behind,	  as	  if	  it	  was	  an	  airtight	  seal	  that	  could	  keep	  out	  the	  monsters	  stalking	  through	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  house.	  Or	  the	  monsters	  lying	  dormant,	  destroying	  indirectly,	  watching	  the	  world	  wither	  in	  atrophy.	  Carter	  hoped	  she	  would	  pay	  all	  the	  bills	  this	  time.	  	   He	  grabbed	  a	  jacket	  and	  went	  for	  a	  walk	  alongside	  the	  highway.	  He	  looked	  at	  the	  roofs	  of	  the	  houses	  of	  the	  neighborhoods,	  and	  the	  gas	  station,	  and	  the	  strip	  mall,	  and	  he	  imagined	  skyscrapers	  sprouting	  up	  everywhere,	  ripping	  out	  of	  the	  ground	  like	  trees.	  He	  imagined	  that	  he	  was	  lost	  in	  city	  streets,	  turning	  at	  every	  intersection	  instead	  of	  walking	  a	  straight	  line.	  He	  imagined	  he	  couldn’t	  find	  his	  way	  home.	  	  	   It	  was	  dark	  when	  Carter	  sat	  down	  in	  an	  empty	  parking	  lot	  and	  smoked	  a	  cigarette.	  The	  lot	  once	  belonged	  to	  a	  used	  bookstore	  that	  had	  shut	  down	  a	  few	  years	  back,	  when	  the	  local	  economy	  had	  collapsed	  almost	  overnight.	  The	  only	  big	  corporation	  in	  town	  had	  laid	  off	  a	  few	  hundred	  employees,	  mostly	  middle-­‐aged	  men.	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A	  lot	  of	  people	  fled	  town	  for	  greener	  pastures.	  A	  few	  even	  left	  family	  behind	  –	  a	  comprehensive	  fresh	  start,	  his	  father	  had	  called	  it.	  	  So	  real	  estate	  sat	  dormant	  on	  the	  market.	  An	  elementary	  school	  closed.	  Crime	  rates	  rose.	  Carter	  imagined	  that	  his	  hometown	  was	  slowly	  sinking	  down,	  down	  into	  the	  ocean,	  and	  when	  it	  was	  gone	  there	  would	  only	  be	  a	  lake	  and	  nobody	  in	  the	  world	  would	  ever	  think	  twice.	  Visitors	  would	  take	  out	  paddleboats,	  or	  skip	  rocks	  from	  the	  shore.	  The	  big	  cities,	  maybe	  they	  would	  catch	  a	  blurb	  about	  a	  sinking	  town	  in	  their	  morning	  papers.	  Maybe	  not.	  	  	   Carter	  went	  home	  an	  hour	  or	  so	  later.	  He	  closed	  the	  front	  door	  and	  stepped	  over	  his	  backpack	  and	  found	  Matt	  sitting	  on	  the	  couch,	  a	  few	  feet	  away	  from	  their	  mother’s	  indention.	  Matt	  was	  watching	  the	  news	  on	  the	  cracked	  TV	  screen.	  Some	  burglary	  had	  taken	  place	  a	  few	  neighborhoods	  away,	  the	  reporter	  said	  dully.	  	  	   “What	  are	  you	  watching	  the	  news	  for?”	  Carter	  said.	  	   Matt	  shrugged.	  “The	  noise.”	  	   “This	  stuff	  is	  depressing.”	  	  A	  picture	  of	  the	  suspect’s	  face	  appeared	  in	  the	  corner	  of	  the	  screen.	  Carter	  thought	  he	  recognized	  him,	  maybe	  someone	  from	  his	  high	  school.	  Images	  of	  a	  ransacked	  home	  flashed	  like	  one,	  two,	  three,	  four.	  Carter	  cut	  off	  the	  TV.	  A	  silence	  ensued,	  broken	  only	  by	  sobs	  coming	  from	  the	  master	  bedroom.	  Matt	  winced.	  “You	  should	  be	  getting	  ready	  for	  bed,”	  Carter	  said.	  Carter	  locked	  up	  the	  house,	  set	  the	  alarm,	  turned	  off	  the	  kitchen	  light	  and	  then	  knocked	  on	  his	  mother’s	  bedroom	  door.	  When	  she	  didn’t	  respond	  he	  threw	  the	  door	  open	  and	  found	  her	  there	  slumped	  against	  the	  wall	  in	  her	  bra	  and	  a	  skirt,	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crying	  into	  a	  flannel	  shirt	  his	  father	  had	  left	  behind.	  He	  expected	  to	  feel	  sorry	  for	  her	  but	  he	  only	  felt	  angry,	  a	  near-­‐incapacitating	  anger.	  He	  stood	  over	  her	  while	  she	  shook	  and	  stared	  at	  the	  ground.	  “Look	  at	  you,”	  he	  finally	  said.	  “God,	  look	  at	  you.”	  	  	   “I	  have	  to	  get	  dressed,”	  she	  said.	  “I	  have	  a	  date.”	  	  	   “The	  bruises	  haven’t	  faded	  from	  your	  last	  date,”	  Carter	  said.	  He	  blinked,	  and	  wondered	  if	  he	  was	  going	  to	  cry.	  He	  didn’t.	  “And	  you	  want	  to	  talk	  to	  me.”	  He	  looked	  at	  her,	  then	  looked	  away,	  at	  a	  decaying	  vanity	  desk.	  “And	  you	  want	  to	  talk	  to	  me	  about	  a	  black	  eye.”	  	   	  “It	  must	  run	  in	  the	  family,”	  she	  said,	  touching	  the	  remnants	  of	  a	  bruise	  on	  her	  throat	  and	  laughing,	  a	  short,	  ugly	  laugh.	  	  	   “Matt	  can	  hear	  you	  in	  here,	  you	  know.	  He’ll	  probably	  have	  nightmares	  now.”	  	   “I	  have	  nightmares,”	  she	  said.	  	   “This	  isn’t	  about	  you.”	  	   “I	  have	  dreams	  where	  I	  set	  the	  house	  on	  fire	  and	  just	  sit	  here	  while	  it	  burns.”	  	   “Are	  you	  listening	  to	  me?”	  Carter	  said,	  hearing	  his	  voice	  as	  if	  from	  a	  distance	  and	  realizing	  that	  he	  was	  yelling.	  “This	  isn’t	  about	  you.	  Everyday,	  this	  isn’t	  about	  you.	  I	  can’t	  do	  this,	  I	  can’t	  take	  care	  of	  both	  of	  you.”	  	   “Maybe	  I’ll	  do	  it,”	  she	  said.	  	   “What?”	  	   “Maybe	  I’ll	  burn	  the	  house	  down.	  Get	  it	  over	  with.”	  She	  swung	  her	  head	  and	  banged	  it	  against	  the	  wall.	  Knotted,	  greasy	  hair	  obscured	  her	  face.	  	   “Great.	  Great,	  mom.	  I	  can’t	  wait	  to	  see	  your	  face	  on	  the	  news.	  I’ll	  watch	  from	  a	  hotel	  room.	  In	  a	  different	  state.	  While	  I	  wait	  for	  room	  service	  to	  deliver	  my	  dinner.	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You	  remember	  dinner?	  The	  meal	  we	  used	  to	  have	  pretty	  regularly,	  when	  dad	  lived	  here?”	  	   “Like	  you	  have	  the	  money.”	  	   “I’ve	  got	  more	  than	  you.	  Dad	  sends	  me	  a	  check	  every	  month.	  You	  know	  he	  does.”	  	   She	  looked	  up	  at	  him	  for	  the	  first	  time	  but	  didn’t	  speak.	  Carter	  gritted	  his	  teeth	  and	  left	  her	  there,	  his	  head	  swimming.	  	  Matt	  was	  standing	  outside	  her	  door.	  “I	  thought	  I	  told	  you	  to	  go	  to	  bed,”	  Carter	  said.	  He	  took	  Matt’s	  hand	  and	  guided	  him	  down	  the	  hall	  to	  his	  room,	  his	  room	  of	  stories	  and	  saviors	  where	  everything	  might	  turn	  out	  okay.	  Matt	  stood	  in	  the	  center	  of	  the	  room	  and	  stared	  at	  the	  stacks	  of	  comics	  with	  glazed	  eyes.	  	  “Goodnight,	  bud,”	  Carter	  said.	  	  He	  stepped	  outside	  for	  another	  cigarette.	  Rain	  fell,	  and	  the	  night	  was	  oily	  and	  heavy.	  A	  car	  drove	  by,	  its	  taillights	  streaking	  through	  the	  dark.	  He	  dropped	  the	  cigarette	  and	  the	  ash	  glowed	  fleetingly.	  Everything	  was	  shadows	  and	  light.	  But	  the	  car	  was	  gone,	  and	  the	  embers	  died	  out,	  and	  it	  was	  late.	  	  	  	   	  Carter	  took	  the	  bus	  to	  school	  the	  next	  day	  but	  skipped	  class,	  walking	  away	  from	  the	  windowless	  redbrick	  facility	  towards	  the	  few	  functional	  buildings	  of	  a	  deteriorating	  historic	  district	  nearby.	  He	  went	  inside	  the	  public	  library	  and	  found	  a	  book	  with	  pictures	  and	  statistics	  of	  the	  world’s	  major	  cities.	  He	  read	  about	  New	  York	  and	  L.A.	  and	  Tokyo	  and	  Berlin.	  He	  studied	  population	  numbers,	  crime	  rates,	  cost	  of	  living.	  He	  returned	  the	  book	  to	  the	  shelf,	  hovered	  for	  a	  moment	  by	  the	  graphic	  novel	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section,	  and	  then	  left.	  In	  the	  afternoon	  he	  caught	  the	  bus	  home,	  and	  found	  his	  mother	  back	  on	  the	  couch.	  He	  ignored	  her	  and	  went	  to	  his	  room.	  	   He	  dragged	  a	  small,	  brown	  suitcase	  out	  from	  the	  closet	  in	  his	  room	  and	  opened	  it.	  As	  he	  stared	  at	  the	  empty	  space	  inside,	  he	  was	  aware	  of	  the	  ticking	  of	  a	  clock	  on	  the	  wall,	  his	  mother’s	  occasional	  grunt	  or	  cough	  drifting	  to	  him	  from	  the	  living	  room.	  He	  was	  alert,	  his	  head	  buzzing.	  Usually	  he	  could	  hear	  Matt	  playing	  down	  the	  hall.	  Today	  he	  didn’t.	  	  He	  turned	  on	  music	  and	  turned	  up	  the	  speakers	  and	  started	  packing.	  	   “Carter,	  turn	  the	  damn	  music	  down,”	  his	  mother	  said	  a	  few	  minutes	  later,	  from	  outside	  his	  bedroom	  door.	  He	  turned	  the	  volume	  up	  a	  little	  higher	  and	  tossed	  a	  bundle	  of	  socks	  into	  the	  suitcase.	  “I	  said,	  turn	  that	  fucking	  music	  down.	  You	  hear	  me?	  And	  what	  the	  hell	  kind	  of	  music	  is	  that?”	  	   Carter	  caught	  his	  reflection	  in	  the	  mirror	  on	  the	  back	  of	  his	  closet.	  His	  face	  was	  blank	  and	  stony,	  pale	  except	  for	  the	  now-­‐purple	  eye.	  He	  was	  surprised,	  somehow,	  not	  to	  find	  himself	  any	  different	  than	  the	  day	  before.	  He	  stood	  before	  the	  mirror	  and	  traced	  the	  discoloration	  around	  his	  eye.	  His	  mother	  was	  shaking	  the	  doorknob,	  pushing	  against	  the	  locked	  door.	  He	  looked	  in	  the	  mirror	  and	  tried	  to	  find	  her	  in	  his	  face.	  Maybe	  his	  eyes	  were	  a	  little	  bit	  like	  hers.	  	   He	  hated	  her,	  of	  course.	  But	  he	  hated	  his	  father	  more,	  he	  realized,	  and	  then	  he	  wasn’t	  surprised	  that	  he	  had	  turned	  out	  so	  horrible.	  He	  was	  a	  bastard	  born	  in	  wedlock.	  He	  was	  like	  the	  house,	  with	  its	  liquor-­‐stained	  carpet	  and	  tar-­‐dripped	  wallpaper,	  the	  desecrated	  product	  of	  his	  unholy	  parents.	  He	  wondered	  if	  all	  he	  had	  was	  hatred.	  He	  wondered	  if	  the	  hatred	  was	  evident	  to	  everyone	  he	  met,	  like	  red	  and	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black	  squiggly	  lines	  radiating	  from	  his	  body	  wherever	  he	  went.	  He	  wondered	  if	  Matt	  saw	  it.	  “Carter,	  I	  swear	  to	  God	  if	  you	  don’t	  open	  this	  door.”	  She	  went	  on	  and	  on.	  “Open	  this	  fucking	  door	  or	  I’ll	  break	  it	  down.	  Carter.	  Can	  you	  even	  hear	  me?	  Carter.”	  	  Carter,	  Carter,	  Carter.	  He	  tore	  himself	  away	  from	  the	  mirror	  and	  opened	  the	  door.	  “Can	  I	  help	  you	  with	  something?”	  	   She	  looked	  at	  him,	  exasperated,	  breathing	  hard.	  She	  looked	  old,	  Carter	  thought.	  Behind	  her,	  Matt	  shuffled	  by	  with	  his	  eyes	  to	  the	  floor,	  carrying	  a	  stack	  of	  comics.	  Carter	  realized	  with	  guilt	  that	  he	  hadn’t	  checked	  on	  Matt	  when	  he	  got	  home.	   	  “What’re	  you	  doing?”	  she	  said,	  looking	  past	  Carter	  into	  his	  room.	  And	  then	  her	  voice	  shrank,	  small	  and	  hoarse,	  like	  she	  was	  coming	  down	  with	  a	  cold.	  “Is	  that	  a	  suitcase?”	  The	  words	  floated,	  thin	  and	  hazy.	  “Carter,”	  she	  said,	  gently	  pushing	  past	  him	  towards	  the	  half-­‐filled	  suitcase	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  floor.	  She	  looked	  at	  him	  pleadingly.	  “Carter,	  baby,	  what	  are	  you	  doing?	  Are	  you	  going	  somewhere?	  Are	  you	  taking	  a	  trip?”	  “I	  guess	  so,”	  he	  said.	  “Maybe,	  yeah.”	  	  “Well,	  where	  are	  you	  going?”	  She	  wiped	  sweat	  from	  her	  forehead	  and	  then	  knelt	  by	  the	  suitcase	  and	  began	  folding	  and	  straightening	  the	  shirts	  he	  had	  carelessly	  packed.	  Her	  hands	  were	  shaking.	  “Where	  are	  you	  going,	  Carter?”	  	  “I’m	  not	  sure	  yet.”	  “When	  are	  you	  coming	  back?”	  She	  patted	  the	  shirts	  over	  and	  over	  again.	  “Will	  you	  be	  back	  for	  my	  birthday	  next	  week?”	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“I	  don’t	  know.”	  Her	  hands	  wilted	  in	  her	  lap.	  “Jesus,	  Carter,”	  she	  said.	  And	  she	  looked	  at	  him	  again	  and	  it	  was	  arresting,	  and	  he	  couldn’t	  tell	  if	  it	  was	  an	  indictment	  or	  an	  apology	  or	  neither,	  but	  her	  lips	  were	  trembling	  and	  her	  hair	  was	  matted	  to	  her	  face	  and	  her	  eyes	  were	  moist	  and	  she	  looked	  almost	  pretty	  again,	  in	  some	  way.	  Almost.	  	  But	  the	  air	  was	  smoky.	  Something	  was	  burning,	  Carter	  realized.	  “What	  is	  that?	  Do	  you	  smell	  that?”	  	   She	  shook	  her	  head.	  “You	  did	  it,	  didn’t	  you?	  You	  set	  the	  house	  on	  fire.”	  “No,”	  she	  said.	  “No,	  no,	  no.”	  Her	  breath	  whistled	  though	  her	  nose	  like	  she	  wasn’t	  getting	  enough	  oxygen.	  She	  looked	  like	  a	  child	  beside	  the	  suitcase,	  about	  to	  run	  away	  from	  home.	  	  “You’re	  trying	  to	  kill	  us	  all,”	  he	  said.	  “That’s	  what	  you	  want,	  isn’t	  it?”	  But	  it	  wasn’t	  coming	  from	  inside	  the	  house.	  The	  smoke	  was	  curling	  through	  the	  open	  window.	  Carter	  jumped	  over	  the	  suitcase	  and	  pressed	  his	  face	  against	  the	  mesh	  screen,	  half-­‐expecting	  to	  find	  the	  world	  outside	  withered	  away	  to	  ash.	  Red-­‐orange	  light	  flickered	  across	  the	  familiar	  backyard	  and	  cast	  shadow-­‐monsters	  against	  the	  trees.	  He	  removed	  the	  screen	  and	  crawled	  through	  the	  window,	  landing	  on	  his	  hands	  and	  knees	  in	  the	  dirt	  where	  vegetable	  plants	  used	  to	  grow.	  He	  coughed	  in	  the	  smoke.	  	   When	  he	  stood	  he	  could	  see	  a	  small	  fire	  several	  yards	  away,	  underneath	  a	  rotting	  tree	  in	  their	  backyard.	  He	  stumbled	  towards	  the	  light	  and	  found	  Matt	  breaking	  a	  branch	  into	  pieces	  to	  feed	  the	  fire.	  A	  pile	  of	  comics	  lay	  beside	  him.	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“Matt,	  what	  are	  you	  doing?	  You	  can’t	  just	  start	  fires	  out	  here.”	  	   Matt	  didn’t	  answer,	  just	  tossed	  a	  handful	  of	  the	  comics	  into	  the	  fire.	  For	  a	  fleeting	  moment	  Carter	  could	  see	  the	  covers	  through	  the	  flames	  –	  Magneto	  and	  Professor	  X	  and	  cityscapes	  and	  everything	  bold	  –	  but	  they	  quickly	  darkened,	  curled	  and	  crumbled.	  The	  most	  valuable	  thing	  in	  the	  house.	  	   “Matt,”	  Carter	  said	  hoarsely.	  “Matt,	  what	  are	  you	  doing?”	  “Some	  kids	  started	  hitting	  me	  at	  recess,”	  he	  said.	  “I	  told	  them	  I	  was	  going	  to	  be	  a	  superhero	  one	  day,	  and	  save	  you	  and	  mom	  and	  everyone,	  but	  they	  said	  I	  couldn’t	  even	  defend	  myself.”	  He	  tossed	  another	  comic	  into	  the	  fire.	  “I	  got	  to	  come	  home	  early,	  at	  least.”	  Carter	  knelt	  on	  the	  ground	  and	  took	  Matt’s	  face	  in	  his	  hands,	  assessing	  the	  damage.	  His	  lip	  was	  busted	  and	  his	  nose	  was	  bloody.	  His	  eye	  was	  almost	  swollen	  shut.	  “Shit,”	  Carter	  said.	  	  “See?”	  Matt	  said.	  “I’m	  like	  you	  now.”	  Carter’s	  hands	  slipped	  away	  from	  Matt’s	  face.	  “Don’t	  say	  that,”	  he	  said.	  “God,	  don’t	  say	  that.”	  A	  breezed	  picked	  up,	  and	  a	  few	  embers	  alighted	  on	  his	  foot,	  stinging	  where	  they	  touched,	  and	  he	  stared	  into	  the	  fire	  and	  he	  wondered	  how	  many	  heroes	  were	  burning	  that	  night,	  in	  big	  cities	  and	  backyards	  alike.	  	  “It’s	  hard	  to	  be	  a	  superhero,	  I	  think,”	  Carter	  said.	  “Superheroes	  get	  hurt	  a	  lot,	  but	  nobody	  thinks	  about	  that.	  They	  go	  home	  and	  bandage	  themselves	  up	  and	  put	  on	  the	  cape	  and	  do	  it	  all	  again.	  But	  maybe	  we	  can	  tag-­‐team	  it,	  you	  and	  I.	  We	  can	  start	  here,	  and	  get	  really	  good	  at	  it,	  be	  heroic	  and	  stuff,	  and	  then	  we	  can	  go	  to	  the	  big	  city	  together.”	  Carter	  picked	  up	  the	  remaining	  comics.	  “But	  we	  might	  need	  these	  as	  a	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guide.	  You’ve	  got	  a	  head	  start,	  so	  I’ll	  have	  to	  do	  a	  lot	  of	  reading	  to	  catch	  up	  and	  figure	  out	  how	  to	  be	  super	  cool.	  It	  might	  take	  me…	  I	  don’t	  know,	  a	  couple	  years.	  Till	  I	  graduate,	  at	  least.”	  Carter	  offered	  his	  free	  hand	  to	  Matt,	  who	  took	  it	  like	  it	  was	  a	  lifeline.	  “Come	  on,	  bud.	  We	  should	  get	  the	  garden	  hose	  and	  save	  the	  day.”	  	  They	  crossed	  the	  yard	  together,	  back	  towards	  the	  house,	  Matt	  staying	  close	  to	  Carter.	  And	  to	  their	  mother,	  standing	  on	  the	  other	  side	  of	  the	  kitchen	  window,	  they	  were	  just	  silhouettes	  against	  the	  fire.	  And	  they	  looked	  timeless,	  and	  noble,	  like	  saviors.	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   Curtain	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   The	  summer	  after	  our	  senior	  year	  of	  high	  school,	  Erica	  and	  I	  spent	  our	  nights	  at	  the	  abandoned	  theater	  downtown.	  The	  doors	  were	  locked	  and	  boarded	  but	  there	  was	  a	  broken	  window	  that	  nobody	  had	  bothered	  to	  repair,	  and	  the	  district	  was	  quiet	  at	  night	  except	  for	  a	  few	  drunks	  who	  probably	  thought	  we	  were	  only	  shadows	  passing	  underneath	  a	  lonely	  flickering	  streetlight.	  	   The	  theater	  had	  been	  derelict	  for	  a	  long	  time,	  well	  before	  I	  was	  born,	  but	  I	  fondly	  remembered	  when	  I	  was	  young	  and	  a	  travelling	  acting	  group	  briefly	  took	  up	  residence	  there.	  My	  parents	  took	  me	  to	  see	  the	  performances,	  which	  had	  a	  certain	  kind	  of	  charm,	  in	  the	  midst	  of	  all	  the	  decay.	  There	  were	  never	  enough	  actors	  but	  they	  were	  very	  ambitious,	  so	  that	  the	  man	  who	  played	  Macbeth	  also	  played	  a	  witch,	  and	  the	  woman	  who	  played	  Peter	  Pan	  also	  played	  Tinkerbell,	  Wendy’s	  mother	  and	  all	  six	  lost	  boys.	  These	  performances	  confused	  me	  terribly	  but	  they	  were	  captivating,	  all	  the	  same,	  and	  I	  was	  sad	  when	  the	  troupe	  left.	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   “Guess	  what?”	  I	  said	  to	  Erica	  one	  summer	  night,	  hopping	  easily	  through	  the	  window	  and	  offering	  her	  a	  hand.	  She	  followed	  me	  through,	  a	  little	  too	  quickly	  for	  my	  comfort,	  her	  feet	  stirring	  up	  dust	  as	  they	  hit	  the	  ground.	  She	  gave	  me	  a	  look	  as	  if	  to	  say,	  I	  can	  still	  do	  everything.	  	   “What?”	  she	  said.	  Her	  voice	  was	  high-­‐pitched	  and	  a	  little	  abrasive,	  but	  I	  tried	  not	  to	  think	  about	  that.	  She	  was	  pretty,	  I	  knew.	  	  	   “I	  called	  the	  university	  today.”	  	   “And?”	  	   “I	  withdrew.”	  	   She	  grinned	  and	  a	  tear	  welled	  up	  in	  one	  of	  her	  eyes.	  I	  tried	  to	  match	  her	  enthusiasm	  as	  she	  clasped	  her	  hands	  around	  my	  neck	  and	  burrowed	  her	  head	  into	  my	  shoulder.	  	  	   “I	  told	  you	  I	  would,”	  I	  said.	  	   “I	  know,”	  she	  said.	  She	  slapped	  me	  playfully	  on	  the	  arm.	  “But	  it	  took	  you	  long	  enough!”	  	  	   She	  turned	  on	  her	  flashlight.	  I	  followed	  her	  through	  the	  lobby,	  where	  a	  cracked	  glass	  partition	  indicated	  where	  tickets	  were	  once	  sold.	  The	  carpeted	  floor	  was	  damp	  and	  littered	  with	  strands	  of	  cobwebs.	  Swaths	  of	  cheap	  red	  velvet	  were	  half-­‐peeled	  from	  the	  walls,	  revealing	  the	  bricks	  underneath.	  A	  not-­‐quite	  life-­‐size	  statue	  of	  an	  obscure	  playwright	  still	  stood	  in	  the	  center	  of	  the	  lobby,	  sadly	  decapitated.	  We	  never	  could	  find	  the	  head.	  	  	   I	  lingered	  by	  the	  statue	  for	  a	  few	  moments	  while	  Erica	  passed	  into	  the	  auditorium.	  I	  always	  paused	  there	  and	  closed	  my	  eyes,	  and	  offered	  a	  kind	  of	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reverence	  to	  the	  theater.	  It	  was	  like	  hallowed	  ground	  to	  me.	  I	  imagined	  the	  headless	  man	  giving	  me	  permission	  to	  proceed,	  and	  then	  I	  joined	  Erica	  in	  the	  auditorium.	  	   “Who	  will	  we	  be	  tonight?”	  she	  said.	  	   “Something	  new,”	  I	  said.	  	   I	  walked	  down	  the	  aisles	  and	  ran	  my	  fingers	  along	  the	  back	  of	  the	  chairs.	  As	  I	  caught	  up	  to	  Erica,	  I	  could	  see	  by	  the	  flashlight	  that	  my	  fingers	  were	  thickly	  caked	  in	  dust.	  I	  rubbed	  them	  together	  and	  coughed	  in	  the	  cloud	  that	  arose.	  We	  walked	  up	  the	  steps	  to	  the	  stage	  where	  the	  tattered	  remnants	  of	  a	  curtain	  hung,	  specter-­‐like	  and	  often	  stirred	  to	  life	  by	  sudden	  drafts	  of	  hot	  air.	  We	  passed	  backstage	  into	  the	  prop	  and	  costume	  room,	  our	  home.	  Bookshelves,	  barrels,	  buckets	  and	  hooks	  full	  of	  otherworldly	  items,	  the	  forgotten	  relics	  of	  a	  theater	  in	  operation	  for	  half	  a	  century.	  	   Erica	  pulled	  down	  a	  cowboy	  hat	  from	  one	  of	  the	  shelves.	  “Shall	  we	  travel	  to	  the	  wild	  wild	  west?”	  	   I	  dug	  through	  a	  basket	  and	  found	  a	  bowler	  hat	  and	  a	  plastic	  pistol.	  The	  hat	  swallowed	  my	  head,	  fell	  right	  over	  my	  eyes,	  so	  I	  lifted	  the	  brim	  and	  winked	  at	  Erica	  and	  said,	  “I	  thought	  maybe	  we	  could	  go	  down	  to	  the	  speakeasy,	  doll.”	  And	  we	  laughed.	  	   Soon	  she	  had	  collected	  enough	  pirate	  accessories	  to	  assemble	  an	  outfit,	  and	  I	  found	  a	  Dracula	  cape	  that	  really	  spoke	  to	  me.	  For	  every	  piece	  that	  we	  set	  aside,	  we	  knew	  there	  would	  be	  another	  night.	  	  We	  made	  our	  grand	  entrance,	  rushing	  out	  onto	  the	  creaking-­‐wood	  stage	  through	  the	  entrails	  of	  the	  curtain.	  “Ahoy,	  strange	  beast,”	  she	  said,	  pointing	  a	  limp	  cutlass	  at	  me	  with	  the	  flashlight	  still	  swinging	  in	  her	  other	  hand.	  “What	  are	  you	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doing	  aboard	  my	  ship?”	  	  	   I	  crept	  towards	  her,	  my	  arms	  outstretched.	  “I	  have	  been	  thirsty	  many	  days	  and	  nights.	  What	  fortune	  to	  find	  you	  here!”	  	   “Stay	  back,	  foul	  monster	  of	  the	  night!”	  	   “I	  have	  come	  to	  suck	  your	  blood!”	  	   I	  chased	  her	  around	  the	  stage	  and	  we	  dueled	  until	  we	  were	  exhausted.	  And	  then	  we	  looked	  out	  upon	  the	  decrepit	  auditorium	  and	  looked	  into	  all	  the	  empty	  faces	  and	  all	  the	  ghosts	  and	  we	  stood	  and	  took	  a	  bow.	  And	  then	  we	  ran	  into	  the	  seats	  and	  yelled	  towards	  the	  stage,	  “What	  a	  show!	  What	  a	  night!”	  	   	  	   The	  last	  time	  we	  went	  to	  the	  theater	  was	  late	  summer,	  when	  the	  heat	  was	  oppressive	  and	  awful	  and	  the	  mosquitos	  were	  like	  a	  plague.	  Erica	  waddled	  onto	  the	  stage	  in	  a	  Victorian	  ball	  gown	  and	  an	  astronaut	  helmet,	  her	  swelling	  stomach	  pushing	  against	  the	  seams	  of	  the	  dress	  while	  the	  weight	  of	  the	  helmet	  made	  her	  head	  bobble	  as	  she	  strained	  to	  keep	  her	  neck	  straight.	  She	  performed	  a	  one-­‐woman	  space	  opera	  while	  I	  clapped	  and	  cheered	  from	  the	  front	  row.	  Then	  I	  put	  on	  faded	  boxing	  gloves	  I	  found	  backstage	  and	  hopped	  up	  and	  down	  on	  stage,	  because	  when	  I	  was	  a	  kid	  there	  was	  a	  month	  when	  I	  really	  wanted	  to	  be	  Rocky.	  “Yo	  Adrian!”	  I	  said.	  “Yo	  Adrian!”	  	  	   Late	  in	  the	  night	  we	  laid	  together	  on	  the	  stage,	  space	  helmet	  and	  boxing	  gloves	  set	  aside,	  and	  we	  stared	  up	  at	  the	  rafters.	  	   “Do	  you	  have	  any	  job	  interviews	  next	  week?”	  she	  said.	  	   “No,”	  I	  said.	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   “Oh.”	  She	  glanced	  down	  at	  her	  newly	  swollen	  feet	  and	  frowned.	  “Maybe	  talk	  to	  the	  guy	  who	  owns	  the	  auto	  shop.	  My	  mom	  heard	  they’re	  hiring.”	  	   “Okay,	  yeah,”	  I	  said.	  “Yeah.	  I’ll	  look	  into	  it.”	  I	  didn’t	  know	  anything	  about	  cars.	  Maybe	  I	  could	  learn.	  	   We	  had	  an	  unspoken	  understanding	  that	  we	  couldn’t	  go	  back	  to	  the	  theater	  after	  that	  night.	  Summer	  was	  dying.	  Our	  friends	  were	  going	  off	  to	  college.	  Erica	  was	  due	  soon,	  and	  I	  was	  looking	  for	  a	  job	  in	  earnest.	  It	  was	  time	  to	  be	  something	  rather	  than	  anything.	  	  	  	   The	  city	  bulldozed	  the	  theater	  later	  that	  year,	  anyways,	  to	  make	  room	  for	  a	  gas	  station.	  Erica	  and	  I	  stood	  down	  the	  street	  from	  the	  demolition	  that	  day	  and	  watched	  the	  theater	  splinter	  and	  fall.	  I	  had	  a	  sudden	  desire	  to	  leave	  Erica	  and	  run	  into	  the	  debris	  and	  grab	  as	  much	  as	  I	  could	  hold	  –	  the	  velvet	  from	  the	  walls	  and	  the	  curtains	  and	  all	  of	  the	  capes	  and	  masks	  –	  but	  I	  felt	  incapable	  of	  motion.	  Erica’s	  hand	  gripped	  mine	  like	  it	  was	  the	  end	  of	  the	  world,	  and	  truly	  I	  felt	  that	  the	  world	  was	  closing	  up	  and	  I	  was	  being	  forced	  up	  through	  a	  bottleneck	  and	  I	  just	  couldn’t	  fit.	  Or	  maybe	  it	  was	  just	  the	  breath	  trapped	  in	  my	  lungs,	  unable	  to	  pass	  out	  of	  my	  tightening,	  constricting,	  strangled	  throat.	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   Reunion	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   Michael	  blew	  smoke	  into	  Tessa’s	  face	  until	  she	  coughed.	  “What,	  you	  don’t	  smoke	  now?”	  	   “No,”	  she	  said.	  	   “I	  thought	  everyone	  smoked	  in	  the	  city.”	  	   “I	  don’t.”	  	   “You’re	  so	  mature	  now,	  Tess.”	  	   Tessa	  reached	  over,	  pulled	  the	  cigarette	  out	  from	  between	  his	  lips	  and	  crushed	  it	  under	  her	  heel.	  	  	   “I	  thought	  they	  taught	  you	  not	  to	  litter.	  In	  the	  city.”	  	   “Don’t	  be	  a	  dick.”	  She	  stood,	  wiped	  grass	  off	  her	  pants	  and	  moved	  towards	  Jack,	  who	  was	  tossing	  a	  baseball	  over	  his	  head	  and	  catching	  it,	  over	  and	  over.	  	  	   Michael	  studied	  them	  wearily.	  Tessa	  had	  lost	  weight	  and	  looked	  a	  little	  pale.	  She	  wore	  a	  university	  sweatshirt,	  in	  case	  someone	  forgot.	  Her	  hair	  had	  been	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chopped	  to	  shoulder	  length	  and	  straightened	  and	  it	  made	  her	  look	  a	  little	  severe.	  For	  the	  first	  time,	  Michael	  thought,	  she	  looked	  as	  though	  she	  resided	  safely	  within	  his	  league.	  He	  wondered	  how	  she	  would	  look	  at	  thirty,	  or	  forty.	  	  	   Jack,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  had	  fulfilled	  every	  expectation	  –	  a	  little	  wiry,	  maybe,	  but	  strong	  arms	  and	  legs,	  prominent	  veins,	  a	  healthy	  tan.	  The	  American	  lad,	  fast	  and	  fertile,	  burning	  bright	  for	  a	  few	  years	  before	  the	  inevitable	  decay.	  Michael	  frowned.	  He	  directed	  a	  bitterness	  towards	  each	  of	  them	  that	  was	  proportionate	  to	  the	  distance	  they	  had	  made	  it	  from	  home.	  Tessa	  had	  gone	  north	  for	  school,	  but	  Jack	  was	  only	  a	  few	  towns	  away,	  working	  in	  his	  uncle’s	  office.	  Michael,	  meanwhile,	  occasionally	  made	  it	  to	  the	  grocery	  store,	  or	  the	  bookshop.	  He	  talked	  about	  visiting	  Jack	  sometimes.	  He	  didn’t	  bother	  with	  Tessa,	  just	  waited	  for	  her	  to	  come	  home	  on	  break.	  	  It	  was	  the	  day	  before	  Thanksgiving	  but	  the	  weather	  was	  unusually	  warm.	  Michael	  was	  sweating,	  in	  fact,	  uncomfortably	  so.	  “Toss	  with	  me,”	  said	  Jack.	  The	  baseball	  went	  up,	  down.	  “I	  don’t	  know,”	  said	  Michael.	  He	  plucked	  a	  blade	  of	  grass	  and	  ripped	  it	  in	  half	  and	  let	  the	  pieces	  fall.	  	  “I’ll	  play,”	  said	  Tessa.	  She	  jogged	  a	  little	  ways	  down	  the	  field,	  towards	  the	  border	  of	  the	  woods.	  Michael	  watched	  the	  ball	  sail	  back	  and	  forth	  for	  the	  next	  several	  minutes.	  He	  felt	  left	  out,	  even	  though	  he	  had	  been	  invited	  to	  participate.	  He	  also	  felt	  territorial.	  	  They	  had	  essentially	  grown	  up	  on	  this	  field.	  Jack	  had	  his	  ninth	  birthday	  party	  here,	  with	  picnic	  tables	  and	  a	  water	  slide.	  Tessa	  learned	  to	  play	  soccer	  here	  when	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she	  was	  in	  middle	  school,	  telling	  the	  boys	  not	  to	  go	  easy	  on	  her.	  They	  did	  their	  eighth	  grade	  ecology	  project	  here,	  smoked	  weed	  here,	  took	  prom	  pictures	  here.	  	  And	  still	  Michael	  remembered	  stumbling	  over	  branches,	  the	  time	  they	  ventured	  a	  little	  ways	  into	  the	  woods	  against	  his	  mother’s	  wishes,	  the	  boys	  ten	  years	  old	  and	  Tessa	  was	  nine.	  And	  Jack	  looked	  at	  him	  with	  wide	  eyes	  and	  said,	  “We	  are	  borne	  from	  the	  Earth,	  borne	  up	  from	  the	  Earth.”	  He	  said	  he	  read	  it	  in	  a	  poem,	  or	  something,	  and	  that	  it	  meant	  that	  people	  were	  like	  trees	  and	  they	  grew	  out	  of	  the	  ground.	  Tessa	  protested,	  reciting	  Bible	  verses	  that	  said	  this	  was	  decidedly	  not	  the	  case.	  But	  how	  captivating	  it	  was	  at	  the	  time,	  all	  the	  same.	  	  The	  baseball	  rolled	  to	  a	  halt	  at	  Michael’s	  feet.	  Tessa	  had	  aimed	  poorly,	  and	  Jack	  was	  running	  over	  to	  retrieve	  it.	  Michael	  grabbed	  it,	  turned	  it	  around	  in	  his	  hand	  a	  few	  times,	  and	  stood.	  Jack	  paused	  a	  few	  yards	  away,	  watching.	  Michael,	  perhaps	  unconsciously,	  took	  the	  opportunity	  to	  make	  them	  wait.	  He	  glanced	  overhead.	  Smoke	  from	  the	  factory	  was	  blowing	  by,	  charcoal	  clouds,	  and	  an	  odor	  that	  Michael	  never	  thought	  about	  anymore	  because	  it	  had	  saturated	  the	  air	  since	  he	  was	  born.	  He	  wondered	  if	  Jack	  or	  Tessa	  were	  struck	  by	  it	  when	  they	  came	  home.	  He	  wondered	  if	  their	  lungs	  were	  slowly	  healing	  while	  he	  grew	  sick.	  “Come	  on,	  Mike,”	  Tessa	  called	  from	  across	  the	  field.	  She	  looked	  small	  silhouetted	  against	  the	  trees,	  like	  he	  could	  hold	  all	  of	  her	  in	  the	  palm	  of	  his	  hand.	  	  He	  wound	  up	  and	  threw.	  As	  the	  ball	  flew	  clear	  over	  Tessa’s	  head	  and	  into	  the	  woods,	  Michael	  wasn’t	  sure	  if	  that	  had	  been	  his	  intent.	  He	  hadn’t	  pitched	  in	  a	  long	  time.	  	   “Damn,”	  said	  Jack.	  “Where	  did	  that	  come	  from?”	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Michael	  shrugged.	  He	  was	  watching	  Tessa.	  She	  had	  approached	  the	  edge	  of	  the	  woods,	  peering	  between	  the	  trees.	  She	  glanced	  back	  at	  the	  two	  of	  them,	  somehow	  alluring	  in	  that	  moment,	  and	  then	  ducked	  under	  a	  branch	  and	  disappeared	  from	  view	  into	  the	  woods.	  	  A	  few	  minutes	  passed	  by.	  Time	  felt	  expansive,	  and	  Michael	  waited	  for	  it	  to	  inevitably	  contract	  again,	  to	  carry	  Tessa	  and	  Jack	  to	  airports	  and	  interstates	  and	  away.	  They	  were	  leaving	  in	  two	  days.	  	  “I	  wonder	  how	  far	  away	  it	  fell,”	  Jack	  said.	  Michael	  shrugged	  again,	  but	  started	  walking	  towards	  the	  woods.	  	  	   “Wait	  up,”	  Jack	  said,	  jogging	  until	  he	  was	  a	  few	  steps	  ahead	  of	  Michael.	  He	  moved	  a	  bit	  like	  a	  jungle	  cat,	  Michael	  thought,	  tensed	  limbs	  but	  a	  fluidity	  of	  motion.	  Always	  ready	  to	  spring.	  	   They	  reached	  the	  outlying	  trees,	  from	  which	  point	  the	  woods	  grew	  progressively	  thicker.	  “Tess?”	  Michael	  called,	  perhaps	  too	  quietly	  for	  Jack,	  who	  quickly	  echoed	  her	  name	  at	  a	  higher	  volume.	  	  Fallen	  branches	  and	  leaves	  crunched	  underfoot,	  but	  the	  trees	  were	  still	  full	  for	  the	  season.	  The	  air	  at	  once	  grew	  fresher	  and	  more	  humid.	  If	  Michael	  hardly	  noticed	  the	  factory	  smoke	  anymore,	  he	  noticed	  the	  absence	  of	  it,	  like	  a	  chronic	  ache	  that	  momentarily	  fades.	  He	  imagined	  his	  lungs	  swelling	  and	  temporarily	  forgave	  Tessa	  for	  stomping	  out	  his	  cigarette	  in	  the	  field.	  Maybe	  he	  would	  quit,	  he	  thought.	  Maybe	  he	  could	  change.	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Still,	  the	  humidity.	  Michael	  wiped	  sweat	  from	  his	  brow,	  but	  even	  as	  he	  did	  so,	  he	  could	  feel	  it	  trickling	  down	  his	  chest	  and	  his	  legs.	  How	  Tessa	  could	  wear	  a	  sweatshirt,	  he	  didn’t	  know.	  	  “I	  haven’t	  been	  here	  in	  years,”	  said	  Jack,	  clambering	  over	  a	  rotting	  log.	  	  “I	  bet,”	  said	  Michael.	  “Brings	  back	  memories,	  when	  we	  were	  kids.”	  Michael	  didn’t	  care	  for	  the	  idea	  of	  memory,	  however	  much	  he	  dwelt	  in	  it.	  Memory	  only	  proved	  that	  time	  was	  linear.	  Moments	  slipped	  through	  the	  cracks	  in	  his	  fingers	  before	  he	  could	  hide	  them	  away	  like	  fireflies	  in	  a	  jar,	  and	  the	  memories	  that	  remained	  were	  only	  bad	  impressions,	  faltering	  in	  the	  back	  of	  his	  mind	  from	  Technicolor	  to	  sepia	  to	  a	  dull	  black-­‐and-­‐white-­‐and-­‐grey.	  	  The	  woods	  were	  like	  a	  single	  moment,	  Michael	  thought.	  The	  colors	  were	  bright,	  a	  different	  palette	  from	  the	  grey	  factory-­‐town	  where	  smoke	  was	  pumped	  into	  the	  skies,	  chemicals	  poured	  into	  the	  river.	  Every	  year	  he	  expected	  the	  trees	  to	  be	  cut	  down	  or	  burned	  but	  they	  were	  left	  untouched.	  Michael	  thought	  it	  must	  be	  some	  sort	  of	  compromise	  between	  the	  town	  and	  the	  earth	  it	  was	  slowly	  killing.	  	  	  	   “Do	  you	  hear	  that?”	  Jack	  said.	  Michael	  caught	  a	  strain	  of	  a	  high-­‐pitched	  melody.	  “Must	  be	  a	  bird	  or	  something.”	  The	  song	  came	  and	  went,	  and	  when	  a	  breeze	  stirred	  the	  trees	  and	  rustled	  the	  leaves,	  Michael	  wasn’t	  sure	  if	  he	  had	  really	  heard	  anything	  at	  all.	  “Maybe	  it’s	  Tess,”	  Jack	  said,	  and	  laughed.	  “Calling	  out	  to	  us.	  Like	  a	  sailor’s	  wife,	  guiding	  a	  ship	  to	  port.”	  “Tess	  doesn’t	  sing,”	  Michael	  said.	  
	   71	  
“She	  didn’t	  used	  to	  toss	  ball,	  either.”	  	  Michael	  was	  distressed	  to	  have	  his	  authority	  on	  Tessa	  called	  into	  question.	  I’ve	  known	  her	  longer,	  he	  wanted	  to	  say,	  but	  then	  it	  was	  only	  the	  difference	  between	  first	  and	  second	  grade.	  He	  wondered	  how	  often	  Jack	  and	  Tessa	  talked	  now,	  across	  the	  country.	  He	  wondered	  if	  they	  called	  each	  other	  and	  if	  he	  ever	  came	  up	  in	  their	  conversations.	  Jack	  walked	  several	  yards	  ahead,	  weaving	  in	  and	  out	  of	  trees	  and	  Michael’s	  line	  of	  sight.	  Occasionally	  filtered	  sunlight	  would	  catch	  Jack’s	  face,	  and	  from	  a	  distance	  Michael	  thought	  he	  looked	  boyish	  in	  a	  classical	  sort	  of	  way.	  Like	  the	  subject	  of	  a	  Renaissance	  painting,	  or	  a	  Grecian	  marble.	  The	  boy	  of	  the	  court	  who	  would	  be	  granted	  access	  to	  the	  private	  quarters	  of	  emperors	  and	  queens,	  and	  then	  burned	  at	  the	  stake,	  or	  blessed	  with	  some	  other	  dramatic	  death	  that	  would	  only	  contribute	  to	  his	  posthumous	  intrigue.	  	  	   Despite	  Jack’s	  lead,	  it	  was	  Michael	  who	  finally	  spotted	  Tessa	  a	  little	  ways	  off	  with	  her	  hand	  against	  the	  trunk	  of	  a	  tree.	  He	  deliberated.	  Jack	  hadn’t	  seen	  her	  yet.	  Guiltily	  he	  thought	  of	  leaving	  her	  there	  and	  following	  Jack,	  or	  going	  to	  her	  quietly	  and	  letting	  Jack	  wander	  on	  his	  own.	  But	  the	  moment	  passed,	  and	  he	  called	  out,	  “Tessa!”	  His	  voice	  cracked,	  the	  physical	  exertion	  of	  a	  shout	  more	  than	  he	  was	  accustomed	  to.	  His	  days	  were	  quiet,	  now.	  	  	   Tessa	  turned	  and	  waved	  as	  Michael	  and	  Jack	  caught	  up	  to	  her.	  	  	   “Did	  you	  find	  it?”	  Jack	  said.	  	   “No,”	  she	  said.	  “Honestly	  I	  think	  I’ve	  gotten	  myself	  lost.”	  She	  had	  stripped	  to	  a	  sleeveless	  blouse	  with	  a	  floral	  design.	  Her	  shoulders	  were	  bare	  and	  tinged	  with	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sweat.	  She	  clutched	  the	  sweatshirt	  with	  one	  hand.	  “It’s	  nice	  here,	  though,	  isn’t	  it?	  A	  little	  warm,	  but	  nice.”	  	   “We	  came	  from	  that	  way,”	  Michael	  said,	  gesturing.	  “I	  don’t	  think	  the	  ball	  would	  have	  fallen	  this	  far.”	  	   So	  Michael	  led	  them,	  Jack	  settling	  for	  walking	  alongside	  him	  quietly.	  Michael	  felt	  a	  surge	  of	  confidence	  as	  the	  pack	  leader	  and	  was	  in	  no	  hurry	  to	  find	  the	  ball.	  But	  the	  further	  they	  went,	  the	  less	  sure	  Michael	  felt	  about	  their	  direction.	  Instead	  of	  thinning,	  the	  trees	  only	  grew	  thicker,	  and	  the	  air	  grew	  thicker,	  too,	  until	  they	  were	  certain	  that	  they	  had	  only	  moved	  deeper	  into	  the	  woods.	  	  Tessa	  was	  right,	  though	  –	  the	  woods	  were	  nice.	  It	  was	  like	  an	  adventure,	  Michael	  thought,	  a	  proper	  adventure.	  He	  felt	  some	  of	  his	  bitterness	  dissipate	  –	  he	  imagined	  shedding	  it	  like	  snakeskin	  and	  leaving	  it	  to	  decompose	  in	  the	  dirt.	  Suddenly	  giddy	  with	  the	  presence	  of	  childhood	  friends,	  he	  felt	  lighter,	  and	  he	  moved	  with	  renewed	  energy	  through	  the	  trees.	  And	  they	  parted	  curtains	  of	  ivy	  and	  crossed	  streams	  where	  the	  water	  was	  clear	  and	  cool.	  The	  air	  was	  tinged	  gold,	  and	  filled	  with	  bright	  spores,	  maybe	  dust	  motes	  caught	  in	  the	  light.	  Everything	  was	  fragrant.	  	  When	  they	  found	  the	  wildflowers,	  Jack	  picked	  one	  and	  tucked	  it	  behind	  Tessa’s	  ear,	  and	  a	  petal	  fell	  down	  her	  chest	  and	  disappeared	  in	  the	  pattern	  of	  her	  blouse.	  Michael	  didn’t	  mind	  Jack’s	  gesture,	  for	  then	  Tessa	  was	  laughing	  and	  patting	  Michael	  on	  the	  back,	  and	  Jack	  was	  challenging	  him	  to	  a	  race.	  And	  they	  were	  running	  neck-­‐and-­‐neck,	  chests	  heaving,	  leaping	  nimbly	  over	  obstacles	  like	  the	  route	  was	  familiar.	  But	  Tessa	  was	  even	  faster,	  falling	  quickly	  upon	  them	  despite	  their	  early	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start.	  She	  flew	  ahead,	  a	  rush	  of	  blonde	  and	  wildflowers,	  until	  she	  slowed	  to	  a	  halt	  near	  a	  pile	  of	  autumn-­‐fire	  leaves.	  Jack	  reached	  her	  first,	  calling	  out,	  “Victory!”	  as	  Michael	  closed	  the	  distance.	  “Second-­‐place,	  you	  mean,”	  said	  Tessa.	  “And	  bronze	  medal!”	  as	  Michael	  crossed	  the	  imaginary	  finish	  line,	  flinging	  himself	  into	  the	  pile	  of	  leaves,	  breathless.	  “We	  all	  placed,	  at	  least,”	  Michael	  said.	  And	  as	  he	  lay	  there	  in	  the	  leaves,	  he	  felt	  his	  youth	  again,	  the	  physical	  memory	  of	  it	  and	  the	  new	  reality	  of	  it.	  He	  felt	  simply	  and	  almost	  unbearably	  happy.	  	  Tessa	  and	  Jack	  sat	  nearby,	  and	  they	  all	  looked	  up,	  into	  the	  canopy.	  A	  few	  leaves	  fluttered	  down	  to	  join	  the	  pile,	  and	  Michael	  willed	  the	  trees	  to	  stop	  shedding,	  as	  if	  the	  season	  wasn’t	  ripe.	  But	  they	  fell	  slowly,	  and	  Michael	  and	  Jack	  and	  Tessa	  watched	  them	  fall,	  and	  wondered	  whose	  body	  they	  would	  land	  on,	  and	  where,	  and	  Michael	  trusted	  that	  time	  was	  still	  expanding	  until	  every	  moment	  was	  an	  era.	  	  “How	  long	  has	  it	  been?”	  Tessa	  said.	  “Since	  we	  came	  to	  the	  woods,	  I	  mean.”	  	  “A	  few	  minutes,”	  said	  Michael.	  	  “Longer	  than	  that!”	  said	  Jack.	  “Half	  an	  hour?”	  “Is	  that	  all?”	  Tessa	  murmured.	  	  	  They	  could	  only	  see	  woods	  in	  all	  directions	  and	  Michael	  felt	  transported.	  It	  was	  easy	  to	  imagine	  that	  the	  field,	  and	  the	  town,	  and	  all	  their	  disparate	  lives	  had	  ceased	  to	  exist.	  They	  had	  become	  the	  sun	  of	  a	  new	  solar	  system.	  A	  bird	  fluttered	  above,	  a	  branch	  quivered	  underneath	  a	  squirrel,	  but	  these	  signs	  of	  life	  orbited	  around	  Michael,	  Tessa	  and	  Jack,	  faithful	  planets,	  atoms	  around	  a	  nucleus.	  And	  Michael	  remembered	  what	  it	  felt	  like	  to	  be	  king	  of	  the	  world.	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A	  shared,	  feverish	  energy	  soon	  roused	  them.	  Like	  hunger,	  but	  they	  weren’t	  hungry.	  For	  a	  while	  they	  walked	  side-­‐by-­‐side	  through	  the	  woods,	  sweat-­‐tinged	  lips	  and	  bright	  eyes,	  until	  Tessa	  pulled	  away,	  and	  then	  Jack.	  They	  swam	  in	  and	  out	  of	  Michael’s	  sight,	  at	  first	  moving	  in	  the	  same	  direction	  but	  then	  disappearing	  entirely	  from	  view.	  Michael	  snaked	  through	  the	  trees.	  He	  thought	  he	  caught	  sight	  of	  Tessa	  in	  the	  distance,	  a	  pale	  blur	  bounding	  through	  the	  woods,	  but	  then,	  it	  might	  have	  only	  been	  a	  deer.	  He	  was	  afraid	  he	  had	  lost	  them	  again,	  and	  childlike	  joy	  gave	  way	  to	  a	  childlike	  horror,	  monsters	  under	  the	  bed	  and	  the	  very	  end	  of	  the	  world.	  But	  at	  length	  he	  found	  Jack,	  straddling	  a	  low	  branch	  of	  a	  tree	  with	  his	  back	  pressed	  against	  the	  trunk.	  Michael	  had	  to	  look	  twice	  to	  spot	  him;	  Jack	  seemed	  only	  a	  part	  the	  tree	  –	  skin	  and	  bark,	  limbs	  and	  branches.	  But	  then	  as	  Jack	  shifted	  to	  pluck	  a	  berry	  from	  among	  the	  leaves,	  the	  motion	  caught	  Michael’s	  eye.	  	  	   Michael	  watched,	  transfixed,	  as	  Jack	  bit	  into	  the	  berry.	  Bright	  red	  juice	  spilled	  between	  his	  lips	  and	  ran	  down	  his	  chin,	  his	  neck.	  He	  leaned	  away	  from	  the	  trunk	  and	  arched	  his	  back,	  and	  then	  jumped.	  He	  landed	  sprightly	  a	  few	  feet	  away	  from	  Michael	  on	  his	  hands	  and	  feet.	  For	  a	  moment	  he	  crouched	  there	  baring	  bloody	  teeth,	  just	  quivering,	  and	  Michael	  wondered	  if	  he	  was	  about	  to	  spring.	  	   “I	  thought	  you	  might	  have	  left,”	  said	  Michael.	  	   Jack	  laughed	  and	  tackled	  him	  to	  the	  ground,	  and	  they	  wrestled	  there,	  branches	  crackling	  underneath.	  And	  Michael	  was	  laughing	  hoarsely,	  too,	  and	  then	  Jack	  pulled	  him	  up	  and	  led	  him	  by	  the	  hand	  into	  a	  small	  clearing	  where	  Tessa	  lay	  in	  the	  grass	  with	  flowers	  strewn	  across	  her	  chest	  and	  a	  piece	  of	  ivy	  twined	  loosely	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through	  her	  hair.	  “Couldn’t	  you	  just	  stay	  here	  forever?”	  she	  said.	  Jack	  stretched	  out	  alongside	  her	  and	  Michael	  knelt	  by	  her	  side	  and	  bowed	  his	  head,	  until	  she	  took	  a	  hold	  of	  his	  arm	  and	  pulled	  him	  down.	  	  “We	  are	  borne	  from	  the	  Earth,”	  Jack	  sang,	  softly.	  “Borne	  up	  from	  the	  Earth...”	  	  	   Later	  they	  would	  find	  where	  the	  woods	  ended,	  in	  a	  ditch	  against	  a	  rusted	  metal	  fence.	  They	  would	  follow	  the	  fence	  until	  they	  reached	  an	  old	  country	  road	  where	  half-­‐dead	  cars	  trolled	  by	  on	  their	  way	  to	  the	  factory,	  or	  the	  auto	  shop.	  Tessa’s	  phone	  would	  pick	  up	  a	  bar	  of	  service	  and	  ring,	  a	  garish	  melody,	  and	  she	  would	  pull	  it	  out	  from	  the	  pocket	  of	  her	  sweatshirt	  and	  tell	  her	  boyfriend	  from	  school	  that	  her	  break	  was	  going	  fine,	  thank	  you,	  and	  yes	  she	  would	  be	  back	  in	  two	  days.	  Jack	  would	  hail	  a	  passing	  car	  and	  ask	  for	  directions	  back	  to	  town.	  Michael	  would	  trail	  behind	  and	  smoke	  a	  cigarette,	  wondering	  if	  they	  shouldn’t	  just	  cut	  back	  through	  the	  woods,	  but	  that	  would	  be	  a	  waste	  of	  time,	  so	  he	  would	  toss	  the	  cigarette	  butt	  over	  the	  fence	  and	  follow	  them	  listlessly.	  	  	   But	  this	  was	  all	  at	  least	  an	  hour	  away.	  For	  now,	  just	  leaves	  crinkling	  and	  autumn	  forever,	  and	  Tessa’s	  skin	  like	  white	  clay	  before	  the	  kiln,	  and	  her	  cropped	  golden	  hair	  fanned	  out	  like	  a	  mane,	  where	  did	  she	  end	  and	  the	  roots	  of	  the	  trees	  begin?	  Tessa’s	  starry	  eyes	  and	  Jack’s	  breath	  a	  little	  sweet,	  warm	  like	  honey,	  skin	  tight	  like	  canvas.	  Never	  let	  me	  go	  and	  can’t	  we	  just	  stay	  like	  this	  forever,	  and	  I	  forgive	  you	  for	  leaving	  me,	  it’s	  like	  you	  never	  left	  at	  all.	  It’s	  almost	  like	  you	  never	  left	  at	  all.	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   House	  of	  Cards	  
	  	  	  	  	   	  My	  aunt	  doesn’t	  really	  acknowledge	  me	  when	  she	  asks	  my	  mother,	  “How’s	  Laney	  doing?”	  Despite	  the	  fact	  that	  I	  am	  about	  to	  graduate	  high	  school,	  my	  extended	  family	  seem	  to	  view	  me	  as	  a	  perpetual	  toddler.	  They	  smile	  at	  me	  occasionally,	  like	  I	  just	  did	  something	  funny,	  but	  mostly	  they	  just	  move	  around	  me	  and	  talk	  over	  me.	  I	  always	  feel	  small	  at	  these	  annual	  family	  reunions,	  like	  maybe	  my	  dress	  shirt	  is	  too	  big,	  maybe	  it’s	  just	  going	  to	  swallow	  me	  up.	  	  	   “Oh,	  she’s	  good,”	  my	  mother	  says.	  “Just	  in	  a	  transition	  period	  right	  now.”	  My	  mother	  smiles	  but	  she	  clenches	  her	  teeth	  a	  little	  too	  tight.	  The	  exhaustion	  is	  starting	  to	  show	  in	  the	  lines	  around	  her	  eyes.	  	  Her	  larger	  family	  –	  the	  growing	  spawn	  of	  a	  senior	  generation	  of	  eleven	  siblings	  –	  is	  staunchly	  conservative	  and	  extremely	  religious.	  I	  told	  my	  mother	  I	  was	  gay	  two	  months	  ago.	  Laney,	  my	  older	  sister,	  is	  a	  cocaine	  addict	  and	  by	  “transition	  period”	  my	  mother	  means	  the	  early	  stages	  of	  intensive	  rehab.	  We	  bite	  our	  tongues,	  especially	  tonight.	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   My	  mother,	  her	  smile	  wilting,	  excuses	  herself	  to	  the	  bathroom.	  She’s	  wearing	  a	  blue	  dress,	  and	  it	  flutters	  as	  she	  walks.	  	  My	  aunt	  looks	  at	  me	  as	  if	  she’s	  about	  to	  pinch	  my	  cheek,	  or	  slap	  me.	  “And	  what	  about	  you,	  sweetie?	  Do	  you	  have	  a	  girlfriend?”	  	  
	   I	  laugh	  awkwardly.	  “Not	  right	  now,”	  I	  say.	  My	  aunt	  frowns	  and	  flits	  away,	  and	  again	  I’m	  lost	  in	  a	  sea	  of	  strangers	  in	  formal	  dress.	  	  The	  reunion	  is	  always	  held	  at	  this	  venue.	  The	  chandeliers	  and	  red	  velvet	  curtains	  just	  set	  the	  right	  mood,	  my	  aunt	  likes	  to	  say.	  Some	  of	  the	  older	  generation	  are	  scattered	  about	  the	  room.	  They	  remain	  seated	  and	  dimly	  observe	  the	  results	  of	  their	  labor.	  I	  wonder	  if	  any	  of	  them	  actually	  know	  who	  I	  am.	  But	  then,	  I	  forgot	  most	  of	  their	  names	  somewhere	  along	  the	  way,	  too.	  	   A	  three-­‐course	  meal	  is	  catered.	  A	  few	  people	  give	  speeches	  that	  border	  on	  Southern	  Baptist	  sermons.	  The	  young	  children	  are	  called	  on	  stage	  and	  given	  illustrated	  Bibles,	  but	  I	  am	  no	  longer	  eligible	  to	  receive	  one.	  I	  understand	  that	  this	  is	  because	  of	  my	  age,	  but	  I	  can’t	  help	  but	  consider	  other	  reasons.	  One	  of	  my	  cousins	  sings	  Amazing	  Grace	  and	  it’s	  fine,	  but	  my	  favorite	  part	  is	  when	  her	  voice	  cracks	  just	  a	  little	  bit,	  only	  because	  I’ve	  never	  heard	  the	  song	  that	  way.	  	   My	  mother	  is	  everywhere,	  engaging	  with	  everyone.	  She	  treads	  air	  in	  her	  blue	  dress,	  and	  I	  decide	  she	  looks	  very	  graceful,	  and	  wonder	  why	  this	  had	  never	  occurred	  to	  me	  before.	  With	  my	  back	  against	  the	  wall	  I	  feel	  like	  a	  satellite	  orbiting	  her,	  though	  I’m	  not	  moving	  at	  all.	  As	  I	  stand	  there,	  I	  wonder	  when	  this	  southern	  tradition	  will	  fall,	  or	  if	  it	  will	  sustain	  itself	  on	  moments	  like	  this.	  My	  mother’s	  soft	  obligatory	  laugh,	  my	  aunt’s	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assertion	  that	  her	  husband	  is	  just	  at	  home	  feeling	  ill,	  what	  a	  shame	  he’s	  been	  so	  sick	  lately.	  My	  cousin	  Sarah	  lightly	  tugging	  at	  the	  top	  of	  her	  turtleneck,	  lest	  she	  expose	  a	  bruise.	  The	  clink	  of	  glasses	  of	  non-­‐alcohol	  beverages	  and	  my	  great-­‐uncle	  Stewart	  hiding	  in	  a	  corner	  and	  spiking	  his	  drink.	  Perfumed	  air	  and	  inside	  voices,	  the	  chandeliers	  and	  the	  red	  velvet	  curtains.	  A	  house	  of	  cards	  on	  an	  undisturbed	  table	  in	  a	  perfectly	  still	  room.	  	  	   “This	  still	  means	  a	  lot	  to	  you,”	  I	  say	  to	  my	  mother,	  when	  she	  asks	  me	  to	  dance	  with	  her	  towards	  the	  end	  of	  the	  night.	  “All	  of	  this.”	  	   “Yeah,	  I	  guess	  it	  does.”	  She	  glances	  around	  the	  room,	  and	  then	  her	  eyes	  turn	  hard.	  “But	  I	  would	  kick	  those	  tables	  over	  for	  you.”	  She	  nods	  to	  the	  buffet	  line.	  “I	  would	  create	  a	  diversion,	  scream,	  or	  start	  a	  fire	  or	  something,	  if	  you	  only	  needed	  a	  chance	  to	  run	  away	  from	  here.	  I	  would	  stand	  with	  you	  against	  anyone,	  you	  know	  that?”	  	   “Yeah,”	  I	  say.	  “I	  know.”	  	  	   Then	  someone	  is	  pulling	  her	  away,	  to	  show	  her	  baby	  pictures,	  or	  something	  like	  that.	  Before	  she’s	  lost	  again	  in	  the	  maze	  of	  my	  blood	  relatives	  I	  say,	  “Hey,	  Mom?	  You	  look	  really	  elegant	  tonight.”	  	   	  She	  gives	  me	  one	  of	  the	  only	  authentic	  smiles	  of	  the	  night.	  I	  listen	  to	  the	  sound	  of	  her	  clicking	  heels	  and	  I	  imagine	  her	  light	  step	  cracking	  the	  hard	  wood	  floors.	  I	  imagine	  the	  damage	  spreading,	  until	  there’s	  a	  spider	  web	  of	  fissures,	  and	  the	  foundations	  are	  crumbling,	  and	  the	  chandeliers	  plummet	  and	  the	  red	  velvet	  is	  ripping	  at	  the	  seams,	  and	  we	  all	  fall	  down.	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I met her on the tennis courts one night. She was practicing her serve, tossing one 
sad ball up in the air and then swatting at it like it had done her wrong. For a while I only 
watched her from the safety of the bushes outside the fence. I liked the way her body 
arched when she swung, the way she sort of grunted when she hit. The way she slunk 
after the ball after every serve, never breaking into a run, but always in a cold sweat.  
Her name was Elaine Saunders. She was sixteen years old, a junior at my high 
school. I was a fourteen-year-old freshman. Accordingly, we had never spoken before, 
not even at the bus stop. She didn’t talk to many people at school, and when she did, they 
were usually boys that had at least fifty pounds on me. Other girls didn’t much care for 
her. They found her offensive, for reasons I didn’t understand. She had lived in my 
neighborhood for a few years and I never saw her outdoors. Sometimes her father sat in a 
lawn chair in the front yard like some sort of sentinel, his stomach hanging over his belt, 
a cheap beer in hand. But Elaine, she was more elusive. My mom said she was troubled. I 
thought she was pretty, like the porcelain dishes in our dining room cabinet – something 
to look at from far away, something you can’t touch.  
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I don’t know how long she knew I was sitting there. Eventually she walked 
casually up to the fence near me, her fingers interlocking with the latticed metal. “So are 
you going to come play, or what?” she said. 
I stumbled out from the bushes with my racket, a remnant of my father’s efforts to 
spark my interest in sports. My leg scraped against a branch and produced a thin trickle 
of blood. My mind was racing, trying to conjure up an excuse as I unlatched the rusted 
gate. I had just come to play a bit, I would tell her, truthfully. I just wanted to get out of 
the house for a few minutes. I didn’t know anyone else would be here, I never really 
come, I’m not always watching you like this. But she didn’t ask.  
I stood facing her on the opposite side of the court, feeling small in the large 
expanse of cracked concrete and floodlights. “I’m not very good,” I said. “I don’t play 
much.” I noted the tonal quality of my voice in this new environment, the way it was 
deafening and feeble at the same time. The way I sort of had to lift it so it reached across 
the net.  
“I play a lot,” she said, and she served. That was it. No more casual conversation, 
no I-think-I-recognize-you-from-school. Just tennis. I was so nervous I stepped right into 
the ball, and there was a dull ‘thud’ as it bounced off my chest. I looked up, expecting to 
find her laughing at me, but she didn’t crack a smile. 
I picked up the ball. It was filthy and faded, the neon yellow reduced to a dull 
ochre. “Um, do I serve?” I asked. I didn’t know the rules of the game, or if we were even 
playing a real game. 
 “My serve,” she said. I returned the ball over the net but sent it far to her left, off-
court. She followed its course, always walking, never running.  
	   81	  
“I have another ball,” I said, reaching into my pocket. 
 “We’ll use mine,” she said. So we did. 
 “Fifteen-love.” Her serve went to the exact same place on the court as before. I hit 
it this time, driving it straight into the net. I was struck with the familiar and vaguely 
sickening feeling of shame. 
 “Thirty-love.” 
 When the first game was over and it was my turn to serve, I tried to mimic her 
grace and power, the height of her throw, the angle of her swing. My first attempt was 
weak but cleared the net. I let out a breath that I had been unconsciously holding. She 
moved methodically into place, easily sending the ball back across the court. On my 
second serve, she only stared at the ball as it bounced past her, not budging an inch. 
 “Is everything okay?” I said. 
 She looked at me, a little distraught. “You didn’t say the score.” 
 “Oh, do I have to?” 
 “Yes,” she said. 
 “Sorry, I didn’t know.” I tossed the ball up, and then let it fall to the ground. She 
was staring at me expectantly. “I don’t know how the scoring goes,” I said, finally. 
 So she taught me. I learned that love equals zero, that fifteen is one, thirty is two. 
That forty is three, not forty-five, even though that’s only an interval of ten from thirty, 
and all the others have intervals of fifteen. I know, it doesn’t make any sense, she said, 
but sometimes you just have to accept things for what they are. I learned about deuce, and 
advantage, and game point. 
 “Game point can be break point,” she said. 
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 “Okay, what’s break point?” 
 “Say I’m serving, and you’ve got the advantage. It’s game point because you 
could win the game if you win the point, but it’s also break point, because you would be 
winning on my serve. You would be winning when you should lose.” 
 We played several games after the rules were laid out. She dominated every play, 
but she never looked down on me, or said anything cruel. There was a novelty and a 
liberty in playing a sport without being degraded. As my mind relaxed I felt some of the 
tension pass out of my body. My limbs moved more fluidly, my responses came more 
intuitively. I adapted.  
 She never seemed to grow tired. At last I told her I was done. I didn’t particularly 
want to leave, but I had a strong sense that our night had to end. It was like a nice song, 
or a dance that you waited for. I enjoyed the rhythmic scuffle of our tennis shoes against 
the concrete, the ‘pop’ that echoed across the courts when my racket made contact with 
the ball. But at some point the song ends and you smile and you go home. 
 “Thanks for the game,” I said. She nodded dismissively and I walked towards the 
gate, somehow unsatisfied but driven onwards by a need to adhere to the status quo, 
which had already been disturbed enough by our encounter. I turned before I was out of 
the gate, though, and saw her sitting on the court with her back against the fence. “Are 
you going to stay for a while?” I asked, my voice cracking as it tried to surmount the 
sudden quiet of the night.  
 “Probably,” she said. 
 “You said you come here a lot?” 
 “Every night.” 
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 I took a step back towards her, and then another. Bridging a gap, testing the fates. 
“I didn’t know you played. Why aren’t you on the school team?” 
 “No interest,” she said dryly. I wondered if she was annoyed that I hadn’t left yet, 
if I was just another object of her non-interest.  
 “Do you want company?” 
 She shrugged. “Stay if you want.” 
 I sat down beside her, felt the hard lines of the fence etching into my back. I 
didn’t know what I was going to say, only that I was still there. As the moments dragged 
on, I was aware of the novelty of the night, a different kind of experience that stimulated 
my mind into a sensory kind of place. I noticed her ragged fingernails tapping the 
concrete, the small ant making its way up her leg, looking alien against the sloping line of 
her thigh. I noticed the faint buzz of the court lights and the steady hiss of her breath, 
faster than I would have thought.  
 “You have a curfew?” she asked me. 
 “Not really,” I said. “My parents are pretty cool about stuff like that.” What I 
didn’t say is that I was the golden child, the one who was infinitely trustworthy, the one 
who never gave cause for concern. If I had been given a curfew I would have always 
come home at least an hour before. “Do you?” 
 “Yeah,” she said. “It was a couple hours ago.” 
 “Oh, will you be in trouble with your dad?” 
 She looked at me, brow furrowed, as if surprised that I knew anything about her 
father, surprised that I didn’t say ‘your parents.’ “He’s asleep. I sneak out every night.” 
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 “Oh,” I said, leaning forward as if to accept this secret, this thing that I had been 
entrusted with.  I was offended and excited by her rebellion at the same time, and I 
wondered if the other boys at school knew about this or if it was just me.  
 “I know the code for the alarm,” she said. “I can turn it off. My dad, he snores 
really loud. He’s oblivious.” 
 “You and your dad get along?” 
 Her face contorted, maybe a smile, probably a grimace. She brought her arms 
across her stomach and her knees up towards her chest. “Yeah, we get along,” she said. 
 It was quiet for a while and I wanted to apologize, though I didn’t know what for. 
“I’ve seen you with your mom,” she said at length. “Sometimes when I get home after 
school I see you and her out front, with your dog.” 
 I thought about playing with my dog in the yard, my mom walking over to the 
mailbox in her capris and floral blouse, and I was acutely embarrassed that Elena had 
witnessed any of this. “Oh, yeah,” I said. 
 “She’s pretty. Your mom.” 
 “Oh… Thanks, I guess.”  
I watched as she stretched out her legs and her eyes settled on the ant making its 
way up towards the line of her shorts.  
“You moved here a few years ago, right?” I said.  
 “Yeah.” 
 “How do you like it?” 
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 “I don’t really feel any way about it.” She paused, gently brushing the ant away, 
her slender fingers running across her leg. “It’s a lot like the town that I left. I go to 
school, I come home. I do it again the next day. We live closer to a court now, at least.” 
 “Do you not like school?” 
 “I don’t like the people.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “They’re idiots,” she said. 
 I stared down at the ground, wondering if she had already filed me away in this 
category. “Not all of them.” 
 “I like some things about school,” she went on, as if I hadn’t spoken. “I like 
English. I like to read.” 
 “Really?” I waited a moment, and then said, “Me too.” 
 She looked amused. “Well, there you go.” 
 “What?” I said. 
 “The one thing we have in common.” 
We talked for about an hour, until I grew anxious about the time and said 
goodnight. I trailed back to my house, my mind on the courts where I knew she was still 
sitting, probably glowing with sweat, untouchable. That night I thought about Elaine as I 
tried to sleep, as I rolled over onto my stomach, clenched the pillow with one hand, felt 
my pulse run thick through arteries in my head.  
 
 We met at the courts almost every night for the next two weeks. I missed one 
night early on, a rainy Tuesday. I had a lot of homework, I explained to her the next day 
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at school, but she wouldn’t listen. She was angry with me, and she didn’t like me to 
acknowledge her at school, anyways. I was confused but I didn’t miss a night after that. I 
think I understood even at the time that it couldn’t last, and for this reason I clung to our 
time together, treating it with a near religious dedication. I would wake early in the 
morning before school and go to the courts to practice my serve so I could impress her 
later that night. I started watching matches on TV, studying the technique of the pros and 
inevitably comparing them to Elaine. And so my tennis skills grew, and my concentration 
in every other area of my life quickly diminished. “I don’t like it,” my mother said 
simply, but for the first time in my life, my mother’s word was not the final word.  
 The last time I saw her, she was at the top of her game. Her serves were coming 
too fast and too hard for me to react. When I did manage to hit the ball, it flew high up in 
the air, giving her every opportunity to smash it. She was smiling but I didn’t like it. Her 
eyes looked a little crazed, her face a little too flushed. I couldn’t keep up. 
 “Forty-love,” she said, again. Her serve. I crouched, swaying from side to side, 
right to left, constant weight change, the way they did on TV. She tossed the ball up in 
the air, her arm stretching up, her shirt pulling tight against her chest. I waited for a swing 
that didn’t come. She caught the ball, shook her head, tried again. It was the first time 
that night she missed a serve. After that it was like something had broke her focus, and I 
scored the next four points. 
 She didn’t like that. She wiped her arm across her brow and then rested for a 
moment with her hand on her hips. “I saw you at school today with Ashley Turner.” 
 I met her eyes from across the court. “What?” 
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 She looked down and scratched her calf. “Outside biology. You dating her, or 
what?” 
 “No,” I said, shaking my head. “She’s one of my best friends.” 
 She turned away from me for a moment, facing the fence, then moved back into 
position to serve. “Deuce,” she said, after the toss, in the brief lull as the ball hovered 
uncertainly over her head. I watched its progression and waited, the edges of my vision 
blurring with sweat. She swung hard. 
 I bolted to the right and caught the ball a few inches off the ground, she 
backhanded it to the far left side of the court. I sent it straight back to her, and she lobbed 
it just over the net. The volley went on. She had me running back and forth, back and 
forth, constant weight change, while she remained in midcourt. She was trying to wear 
me down. She would have, too, she had nearly done it, but she made a mistake. She 
popped the ball, didn’t swing through, sent it flying well over the net. I could have let it 
go out and it would have been my point. I think about it sometimes, and I still don’t know 
why I didn’t just let it go. Instead, I jumped and met the ball in the air, grunting as I hit. It 
shot down, struck near her, bounced away. A curveball. Her racket missed by several 
inches, she wasn’t even close. I squatted, hands on my knees, panting and triumphant. I 
felt so happy, I nearly laughed, but then she threw her racket at the net. It clattered to the 
ground as she paced back and forth. My head felt light. I gave her a moment. Then, “You 
ready? Break point, right?” 
 “Right,” she said, but she didn’t pick up her racket. Instead, she walked over to 
my side of the court and sat down, sat right on the court. I didn’t understand. I wanted to 
finish the game, I was about to win for the first time all night. But I didn’t say anything, 
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just sat beside her quietly, waiting for her to speak. Waiting to hear what I had done 
wrong.  
 She was silent for a while. When she wasn’t looking I watched the heaving of her 
chest and stomach, imagining her pulse slowing down as mine sped up. I watched the 
slow progression of beads of sweat down her neck and arms, thinking about the intimacy 
of sweat, how it was something that had been produced inside her body. I wondered how 
many people had seen her sweat like that, how many had endured that frightening silence 
during which her power was all consuming.  
“So what about Ashley Turner?” she said at last. 
 “What about her?” 
 She met my eyes in a dodgy way, her head facing the ground but her pupils 
rolling up. “You want to fuck her?” 
 Her words struck me, almost physically. “No,” I stammered. “I don’t.”  
 “Why not?” 
 I inhaled, tried to steady myself. I knew I wasn’t on solid ground. “She’s my 
friend,” I said again.  
She casually, thoughtlessly brought her arm to her forehead and wiped away the 
sweat. She didn’t even have to try. “My dad thinks you’re gay,” she said.  
My body tensed. I shifted my legs, suddenly conscious of how I was sitting. 
“Why does he think that?” 
 She shrugged, grinding her knuckles against the concrete. “He says every boy in 
this neighborhood is gay.” 
 I shifted again. “That’s silly,” I said. 
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 She smiled. “Silly,” she said. 
 I swallowed and felt my face flush.  
 “So what about me? You want to fuck me?” 
 I only stared in horror as she pulled off her shirt, then averted my eyes, feeling as 
though I had violated her privacy and still smarting from her words. I was scared, and 
aroused, and visibly shaking. But she put her hand under my chin and made me look at 
her. A shiver ran through me and I was conscious of the coldness of the concrete below 
and the night air around. I tried to only look at her neck because it was safe. Pale skin, 
pulled taut over thin collarbones and shoulders. But no, she wasn’t porcelain, I decided. 
Porcelain was cold and faraway. You could cast it a passing glance, look away when you 
chose. Elena was an immediacy, now not even separated from me by a fence or net or 
shirt.  
 The corners of her mouth twitched. “You want to touch me.” 
 I looked around but I couldn’t see anything beyond the fence. A few flies were 
hovering by the light poles. “Yes,” I said, nodding, in spite of my fear. I couldn’t look her 
in the eyes, not anymore. 
 She picked up my hand with her own and placed my fingers against her stomach. 
I followed her hand with my eyes as it moved mine, looking at that part of my body as if 
it were a curiosity, something independent from the rest of me. From a distance I watched 
her slip out of her shorts and guide my hand down, haltingly across sweat-soaked skin. 
She helped me at first, showed me how, but eventually she threw both her hands back on 
the concrete, arching her neck and pulling her skin tighter across her little bones. My 
hand worked clumsily, and I watched her face for a sign that I was doing something right. 
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Her lips parted and my waking confidence grew. Instinct took over then, some shameful 
part of me that made itself known at night when I laid in bed, an ebb and flow of the half-
waking mind. 
 One finger wasn’t enough. She wanted two, then three. Something wasn’t right, I 
knew, but I wanted to make her happy. She brought her lips close to my ear as she rocked 
back and forth on the court. “You win,” she said.  
 When it was over she shuddered and then she wept. I leaned over to try to kiss 
her, but her head swung away from me, strings of hair falling down between us and 
obscuring. So I sat there with my right hand cupped in my left, fingers spread 
unnaturally, glistening in the fluorescent lights. I sat there and stared down at the concrete 
and listened to her quiet sobs, the spastic and sharp intake of breath, the long, uneven 
exhale. 
 It would have been my first kiss. 
 
 When she left, people talked about it for a few days and then it was over. I 
remember standing at my locker, my fingers entering the wrong code, again and again, 
my eyes glancing down the hallway only waiting for the sight of her. One of the women 
from the homeowners association told my mom that Elaine had gone to live with her aunt 
and uncle. I don’t know. I never saw her again after that night. “I always figured there 
was something wrong with her,” my mother had said. “I thank God that I have a child 
like you.” 
Her dad stayed in that house, even as the lawn grew wild, ivy creeping up over the 
walls and windows until it looked all but deserted. A storm knocked off a few shingles 
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from the roof but he never had them replaced. Sometimes cars stopped outside his house 
to deliver cheap food or pamphlets about salvation. Otherwise, his continued existence 
went largely unnoticed. He didn’t sit outside anymore, and he was never seen at any of 
the neighborhood functions, either. Nobody complained; a few of the neighborhood 
moms said Mr. Saunders made them “uncomfortable.” 
I ran into him once on the street three years later, when I was a senior. My heart 
started racing, I don’t know why. It was silly, maybe egocentric, but I thought that my 
time with Elena had been a catalyst for her disappearance. I wasn’t sure how or why, but 
I felt that I was important, that I had played a role and he would know somehow. I 
thought he’d be angry with me and I was still afraid. But when I passed him, when he 
looked me in the eyes, it was really the opposite. I was the one who was angry – furious, 
disgusted, nauseated, even. And Mr. Saunders, he looked scared. He looked confused and 
sad, like a child who can’t understand why things happen the way they do. 
I remember that I didn’t sleep well in the days following Elaine’s escape. I would 
lie in bed and stare at the ceiling. I was sad because I missed her, but also because I knew 
that however hard I tried, I couldn’t understand her sadness. I tried to hold on but it 
surprised me how quickly I lost the details, the contours of her face and body, the 
intonations of her voice. The specifics. She remained only at the edges of my conscious, 
sometimes stealing my dreams but mostly just sitting there quietly with her back pressed 
against the latticed wall of my imagination, always bending it to her indomitable will. 	  
